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			A Note on the Turkish Alphabet

			The Turkish alphabet, since it was romanised from the Ottoman script in the early Republic, is pronounced phonetically and, with the following exceptions, letters and diphthongs represent the same sounds as they do in English. Within the text, Turkish is written without italics.

			 

			c	as the j in joke

			ç	with a cedilla is ch as in champion

			ğ	the soft g, or yumaşak g, is silent. It extends the vowel before it

			i	with a dot on top is as the i in Istanbul

			ı	the i without a dot is a harder uh sound, as in cup

			j	is soft, as the s in measure

			ö	with an umlaut is soft, as the u in cure

			ş	with a cedilla is sh as in shout

			ü	with an umlaut is an oo sound, as in cube

			ay	pronounced as eye
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					Preparing to set out from the childhood home of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, in Selanik/Thessaloniki city centre.

					The Greek roadside is adorned with graffiti, most of it from far-­right groups. On the walls of a quarry are painted nationalist slogans and messages against Muslims.

					Nearing the Turkish border, riding through the rich delta region of the Nestos River, named Karasu in Turkish.

					I crossed the Meriç/Evros River at dusk. After centuries together, it feels strange to have such a small river as such a significant Greek‒Turkish border. Many refugees have lost their lives in its waters, facing increasingly brutal pushbacks from the European Union.

					It is hard to imagine a city that cares for animals quite like Istanbul. On a rainy day, cats harass a street vendor. Someone has given a street dog a blanket, and cardboard for a mat.

					Crossing the Bosphorus. Beneath the Galata Tower, passengers of one of the many city ferries throw bread and simit to the seagulls, which often know to follow these boats.

					One of the fleet of drillships purchased by Turkish Petroleum to develop offshore gas in the Black Sea and Mediterranean. The country has long identified a need to cut its costly reliance on energy imports.

					Posters of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan outside a football stadium in the Istanbul neighbourhood where he grew up. The poster is for 2023 and reads “Turkish Century, Starting”.

					Swimmers relax on a day in late summer as a cargo ship powers north up the Bosphorus. 

					Ortaköy Mosque, with the Bosphorus Bridge behind it, is one of the most iconic sights in Istanbul. The location is a popular one in the many Turkish soap operas exported worldwide.

					Across the Sea of Marmara, near the city of Bandırma in Balıkesir Province, dusk settles as I look for food and a place to camp. Unlike me, the highways of the country rarely rest.

					A boatyard with the world’s longest suspension bridge, Çanakkale Köprüsü, in the background. It adds an important non-­Istanbul connection between Thrace and Anatolia. The central span of the bridge is 2km, or ‒ symbolic to the centenary year ‒ 2023 metres.

					A father and daughter sit on swings at the Çanakkale beach. Across the water is the Gelibolu Peninsula, or Gallipoli, where in 1915 Atatürk famously led a crucial defeat of the British invasion with its ANZAC forces.

					Bringing in the olive harvest. This sight, and that of loaded tractors taking their olives to the press, is a common one all down the coast, and at this time of year across the wider Mediterranean, from Tuscany to Palestine.

					A couple in Izmir do some relaxed night fishing, watching the lights of the metropolis across the waters of the Gulf.

					I ride through Izmir close to October 29th and Republic Day. Flags of Atatürk and Türkiye hang from every balcony in this staunchly Kemalist city celebrating, in this image, the 99th anniversary of the Republic.

					Breakfast in a mountain village. Complete with many glasses of çay, and lots of homemade jam, this collection of foods powered most of my journey.

					The picturesque village of Şirince stands in the hillsides of the Aegean. I went to visit the nearby Maths Village, an idealistic learning project that has established itself as a centre of excellence in mathematics.

					Four young riders from the local cycling club find my campsite in the grounds of a mosque. They interrupt their ride to play in the mosque and interrogate me about my journey, then ride home.

					The Gara Guzu craft brewery makes artisan beers from a small premises up in the mountains of Muğla. Its reputation for quality means it now ships everywhere from Japan to the UK, and of course Istanbul.

					Regular irrigation from melting snow leaves rich fields for farming. A brief stretch of flat as road and bicycle heads back into mountains.

					Börek ‒ layers of thin pastry filled with potatoes, spinach or minced meat ‒ was also common in my fuel intake. With çay and my notepad, it was often the perfect start to a day, and a gathering of thoughts.

					November 10 marks the anniversary of Atatürk’s death. Here it is commemorated at a monument in Antalya, with many wreaths laid from parties across the political spectrum.

					Melon harvest lines the highway in autumn, with the crop sold to passing drivers.

					The city centre in Osmaniye. Even at the time, the dramatic ridge of mountains I had to cycle over that day looked like tectonic plates pushing together and upwards. A few months later came the earthquake on the East Anatolian Fault, with Osmaniye one of many devastated cities.

					A woman takes her children down to the water at the Port of Mersin. Long into the night the cranes will continue loading containers onto cargo ships.

					A driver heads down from the mountains. Beside the the van a new road is being built, one of many in recent years that helped shorten journeys and integrate regions across the country.

					A truck stop in mountains just above the Syrian border. Truck drivers and wind turbines were some of my most regular companions on the road, with half of Turkish electricity now generated by renewables.

					A bicycle joins the crowds at Abraham’s Cave in Şanlıurfa, where the Prophet Abraham is said to have been born. People of all faiths now visit to pay respects or simply admire the architecture.

					Boys cycle across the road in Diyarbakır, Türkiye’s largest Kurdish-­majority city. Across the road is bunting for the HDP, a political party that has been essential to building dialogue between the Turkish state and militant groups.

					The River Tigris, known in Turkish as Dicle, goes decorated in autumn colours as it flows beyond the Diyarbakır city walls and towards the nearby Iraqi border.

					Two young men sell the last of their pomegranate harvest, a sight that accompanied me across the country. The road here begins moving into higher mountains, and autumn into winter.

					Near Bitlis a maverick sheep takes the long way round, joining the many hundreds being led by shepherds between remote ­villages.

					Lake Van reflects the sky at the city of Tatvan. A quiet corner of the country, in 2020 the lake saw tragedy when a boat sank carrying 61 Afghan migrants. They were making their way into Türkiye to escape the impact of US sanctions on their lives in Iran, just over the horizon.

					The second-­highest mountain in Türkiye, Süphan, stands over a small house with the words Önce Vatan, “Nation First”, written on its side.

					The snow-­capped mountains that mark the Türkish-­Iranian border. It made for a beautiful but intensely cold last week of riding up high.

					Ishak Paşa Sarayı is a seventeenth-­century Ottoman palace, in the mountains near Doğubeyazıt. Tea is sold at a café. Just east of here begins the old route of the Silk Road into Asia.

					In the city of Kars, tables are pushed back as Cossack dancers perform in a local restaurant. The dance is one of many signs in Kars of a city full with centuries of Russian, Turkish and Ukrainian cultures all meeting and mixing.

					The ruins of Ani beside the Turkish–­Armenian border. The call to prayer echoes through the gorge and its buildings built by Armenians, Turks and Greeks. Efforts now intensify to open this border, allowing Turks and Armenians to visit one another’s countries more easily.

					The Doğu Ekspresi, or East Express, is an overnight train that runs through Anatolia, between Kars and Ankara. I loaded my bicycle on board and began the journey back to Istanbul.

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This journey was ridden and the book written in an atypical time. A US–Russia proxy war in Ukraine, and associated sanctions on Russia, had sent energy prices rocketing and created a global crisis of inflation and living costs from which Türkiye was far from immune. Recent history had seen Türkiye lead military opposition to Russia in both Syria and Libya; it had for years supported Ukraine out of kinship with a Turkic population of Crimean Tatars, broad commitment to territorial integrity, and memory engrained since Ottoman times of the dangers of Russian expansionism. Nonetheless, with the stakes so high, and the US directing European policy, Türkiye worked to resist a spirit of escalation that risked a headlong rush to war.

			 

			Misdiagnosing the inflation crisis as controllable only by interest rate policy, the major Western central banks in Frankfurt, ­Washington DC and London hiked interest rates, squeezing economies and pushing households and many good businesses to the wall. Already accustomed to interest rates of around 10 per cent, the Turkish Central Bank bucked the global trend of further rises, and as a result saw continued inflation, but also economic growth, while investors kept their capital in companies and the stock market. Still the global constriction of credit hit hard. Instead of increasing interest rates, the government raised the minimum wage, doubling it, and in so doing helping sustain the millions of working poor in the country. There was no single, easy or perfect solution to the inflation those I met were grappling with, and the centenary I cycled the country to mark was also to see a general election that took the proportions of a referendum on a generation of leadership by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and his AK Party, leaving people acutely conscious of their place in the political spectrum. 

			 

			Against this already charged backdrop, on 6 February 2023 the East Anatolian Fault snapped, striking south-­east Türkiye and north-­west Syria with successive earthquakes through cities I had just cycled. Where necessary or possible, in Osmaniye, Gaziantep and Hatay, I have recounted as far as I can know the fates of people and places I encountered, but I met so many strangers, who showed me such warmth along my way, that it is impossible to know or even consider that some may have been taken from us in that disaster. Consolation and comfort have been hard to find as the book moved forward; the heartbreak of the Turkish people is enormous. The one comfort and cause for optimism is that so too, as I hope this book attests, is the size of Turkish hearts.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The shape of a bicycle shows from under the large sheet laid over it. Handlebars stick out against the material, a pedal too, and the gentle slope of the wheels. Like a person sleeping beneath, the outline of its body is visible, and I voice in my head an apology for the fact that I am about to wake it and call it so abruptly back to service. In a moment that portends the same process of uncovering that is to follow, I take in my hands two fistfuls of cloth, and pull. I often wonder if our perception has been shaped by film and its technology, or if such moments of gravity might always have appeared in slow motion in our minds, even before cameras showed us how that might look. The sheet lifts momentarily high as I pull it up, and then the fabric gives a low crack as my wrists and arms snap back, and the ballooning shape of the sheet pulls taut before collapsing – until next time – useless at my side. Leaving only my bicycle. In the gloom of the garage, a beam of daylight through the door catches the curve of the wheels’ rims, like two slender smiles, as if the bicycle knows what is to come.

			 

			I make another silent request, perhaps a prayer, but one way or another directed at some power higher than me. The bicycle has shown me the world, from the lanes of the Midlands to the back streets of London, Palestine, the Uyghur lands, Sonoyta and so much more besides. I ask for it to be my magnifying glass again, the instrument that helps me to see everything more clearly. Show me one more country, one already dear and close to me. In this last thing I feel uncertainty, hoping it can show me somewhere familiar so well as it always did somewhere new. 

			 

			For all that I know the country I am to visit, setting out is always daunting. That moment where I am still in one life, sedentary, but about to revert to my other life, on the road. To live out of my bags, sleep under the stars at the end of the day, and roll through the world. I know that I love that way of life, but at this stage – every time – it looms over me. Do I still love it? Will I love it again? Is it still the same? Am I still the same? I will put myself in the hands of chance and wait, or, rather, roll. The blessing but also the difficulty of discovery is that you have no idea what is about to happen.

			 

			Perhaps there is an aptness to this state of mind, readying as I am to ride across Türkiye, at the end of its first century. Here, I stand on a threshold of one life and prepare for another. There is defined, at least by the West, as the land of bridges. Türkiye, for some, is the bridge itself: East meets West in a threshold all of its own, different from but similar to the one I stand on here, because, at the end of the day, a threshold is always a threshold. A threshold represents a moment of change and all the emotion, excitement, suspense and doubt that such a place instils in us.

			 

			For the record, and to manage expectations, I reject this idea of a country as a bridge, but maybe there is something to be said for starting from a false assumption and working backwards. I reject the bridge because I reject the need for a Turk to stand between a European and an Arab to keep the European civilised, to help a European brain understand an Arab, or the inverse. I reject the racism, or at best exoticism, which underlies Western perceptions of the need for a Turkish bridge between themselves and Arabs but not between them and Armenians or Georgians, despite the geography implying the same requirement. I don’t view Türkiye as a bridge for the same reason I don’t view life in binaries; for the same reason I am fond of the wheel of a bicycle, or the Dome of the Rock over Jerusalem, because I prefer not to believe in sides, and so I like circles, I like curvature, I like edges – one single side that neither stops nor starts. The bicycle wheel, I like to think, mirrors a truer nature of the world. One where stories do not begin or end, they just have points at which we join or take our leave of them, are sometimes active and sometimes passive, where no energy is ever destroyed but instead acted upon as it takes new forms. I see Türkiye not as a binary bridge but more as the centre of a network, for the same reason Napoleon once said that if the world were a single state then Istanbul would be its capital. It is seldom that a Frenchman is right about something in the Middle East, but here is an instance of it. 

			Türkiye sits at the world’s centre, but not in the sense in which all countries centre themselves: US classrooms have maps with the Americas in the centre, British classrooms Europe, and Japanese Japan. Türkiye is central more through being approximately a median point of most of the earth’s populations; equidistant from the Chinese and US east coasts, beside the European land mass, the Arabian peninsula and the vast African continent adjoining Eurasia. Think of the world as a neural map: flows of energy, humans and capital, with a little faith thrown in occasionally, and it is here. This is where all points meet.

			 

			Some see it differently. They take an interest in Türkiye and only Türkiye. It is as if they open the filing cabinet and pass Trinidad, Tunisia, Türkiye, Turkmenistan, then track back a little, and resolve to take out the file marked Türkiye, while others pick Tunisia. I cannot do this anymore. Once I did, but now the filing cabinet drawer springs out, it explodes, and with Türkiye come Iraq, France, Palestine, Syria, Greece, Libya, that Tunisia docket too. There are files strewn everywhere, and only sometimes with coherence. I can give a review of Türkiye, but I cannot remove the context of the world in which it sits, for this is a country, not a performance. The bicycle also rejects these rigid categorisations, just as surely as it will roll through everything. 

			There is, too, the question of judgment. Many are the times I’ve spoken with Western journalists who commended Türkiye for things like hosting the world’s largest refugee population, or supporting democratic movements in the Arab world, but overall condemned the country’s political record. And though certain that I willed far harder than they ever would for the resolution of that which Türkiye gets wrong, I couldn’t help but wonder who gave them the authority to hold the report card, and to fill it out with such gravitas. And more than that, I wondered by what entitlement they were able to dissociate as they did from the errors or evils of their own states, so that they could then sit in judgment on all the world’s other countries, and ask for answers. Few in Türkiye sit in concerted judgment on the moral failings of the West, despite the chaos it has sown on all the borders we are soon to travel and see for ourselves. 
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			Part 1

			Selanik to Istanbul
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			Selanik – 6 October

			Where to start a story of modern Türkiye is a hard decision. From many options, none inside the current borders, I stand in the western Ottoman city of Selanik, now known to the world as Thessaloniki. 

			I might have started in Holborn, London, in a café that is run by Iraqi Kurds and I have visited for over a decade. With these men I have talked sometimes with amazement at the corruption of the leading Iraqi-­Kurdish clans, sometimes with fear at the onslaught of Daesh in Sinjar, but always with warmth through many years of turbulent regional politics. One afternoon I waited for my falafel with a Somali man, and of Türkiye he said in an accent that showed him as much Londoner as Somali, “Not gonna lie, your country is doing good things for my country.”

			The Turkish state builds infrastructure in Somalia, including training its military. In a country trying to end the fracture of its civil war, this can play a vital part in consolidating factions or militias into a single army. Because democratic and political arrangements often flow from military ones, building a military has through history been a feature of building a nation or state. In return, and in addition to a military presence there on the Horn of Africa, Türkiye hopes to build a space launch station in Somalia, because – looking in another direction, neither east nor west but up – Somalia is closer to the equator, where the earth’s surface spins faster and so things can be launched more easily into space.

			I could have started in Manhattan, after a taxi ride from JFK Airport with a driver from Adana, southern Anatolia, who told me how he’d made it to New York back in the eighties, hopping aboard a container ship bound across the Atlantic from the port of Hamburg. Since then I’ve found at one of the JFK terminals a large piece of stone set with Iznik tiles, gifted by the Turkish Republic to the people of the US, so they may have some beauty to look at as they await their flight out. 

			Or I could have started at the fair Croatian city of Šibenik, on the Adriatic coast I once cycled down, the summer after leaving university, en route to Istanbul. Having arrived in Istanbul, I went one afternoon to visit Rustem Paşa Mosque, a small, serene mosque near the old Egyptian Bazaar that is more modest but somehow more exquisite than the famed mosques of Sultanahmet. I researched who this Rustem Paşa was, learning of a fine Ottoman general who came, by chance, from Šibenik, a mark of how far the Ottoman and Muslim worlds were integrated into Europe before successive genocides and massacres – from Spain to Bulgaria to Srebrenica, and which Europeans seem unable to admit to or grasp their nations are built on – transformed Europe from a continent of diversity into an austere project of Christendom. Now that this work is done, now that the vast majority of its native Muslim, Turkic, Jewish and Arab populations have each in their turn been removed from Europe, Europeans have grown to think of themselves as secular and peace-­loving, blissfully untroubled by the irony of having reached this conclusion only after expelling everyone else and fighting two world wars between themselves for good measure.

			I could have begun on the Kazakh steppe, where once I rose drowsily from sleep on the cushions of a farmer’s front room, into which I had been invited to rest from the hot afternoon sun. I opened my eyes and saw on the television what seemed like the familiar sight of Ortaköy Mosque, beside the Bosphorus. And I asked, because the Turkish and Kazakh languages overlap, if this was indeed Istanbul that they were watching in their soap opera, one of the many that Turkish studios came to export far and wide. And it was.

			Or perhaps Bizerte, North Tunisia, where the French committed a final massacre in 1961 as they left Africa. On visiting Bizerte, I learned it was also one of the home ports of an Ottoman corsair by the name of Oruç Reis, or sometimes Barbarossa – Red Beard. Born in the fifteenth century on Lesvos, Reis was famed for sailing the Muslims and Jews of Iberia to the safety of North Africa during the Spanish Inquisition, and Oruç Reis was the name given to a Turkish drill ship that, at the time of my visit to Bizerte, was involved in gas explorations off the northern and Turkish part of Cyprus.

			I could have started at any of these places, which convey something of the great and diverse reach of Turkish, Turkic and Ottoman history, links stretching far beyond the country we are about to travel. 

			But in the end I begin in this backstreet of Selanik, at a modest house with a single pomegranate tree in its courtyard garden. It has sturdy stone walls painted white and wooden shutters on its windows, and it sits under perfect blue Mediterranean skies, with a plaque written in Turkish, Greek and French on the garden wall. For here, in Selanik, is the house where Mustafa Kemal, or Atatürk, was born. And so, perhaps ironically, here in modern-­day Greece starts a story of the Turkish Republic. Occasionally for their amusement, someone will try to provoke my reluctant nationalism by saying that this, surely, means Atatürk was Greek. The answer to which, if someone chooses to be so provocative, is rather that Selanik is in Türkiye. 

			 

			Of Türkiye some things are well known and others not. At the risk of boring people who already know this, because I don’t wish to leave behind those who do not, I should start by saying that, when he lived here, Atatürk was not known as such, but by the name Mustafa Kemal. Only in the years after 1923 and independence, when the Turkish government introduced surnames to the Republic, did he take the name Atatürk. It was one of many breaks, such as the move from the Ottoman script to the Latin alphabet, from ways perceived to be Eastern, and families gave up names that denoted Ottoman rank, place, or any but Turkic origins. Atatürk, appropriately then, is derived from ata, meaning “father” and Türk, so that Mustafa Kemal became literally in his new surname “Father of the Turks”. 

			In the newness of this name-­taking, Turks – having chosen them – sport a great many varied and wonderful surnames. I once taught a Gökay, meaning “sky moon”. Sönmez is a popular one, meaning “cannot end” or “cannot age”. I once knew a Gezegen, meaning “planet”, and an Akbulut or “white cloud”. Ilkay means “first moon”. Ayçiçek, which means “moonflower”, is actually, astronomically contrary to most of the world, the Turkish for a sunflower. There are many ay, with ay meaning “moon”. There are also many mez suffixes, which means “cannot”, so that we often have Korkmaz (cannot fear), Dönmez (cannot turn, presumably back) and the Sönmez, already mentioned. I know an Öztürk (pure Türk) and a Şentürk (happy Türk), earnest surnames often taken by minorities in the new Turkish Republic to assert their place in and loyalty to it, after the Ottoman collapse exacerbated the ethnic divides that the Western powers, needling and nefarious, had never failed to stoke. 

			In fairness, first names are no less wonderful. We have Yunus, or “dolphin”; my friend Harika means “wonder”. Her mother once suggested a child’s name of Hediye, meaning “gift”. I know Yeşil, meaning “green”. I was always fond of Yağmur, with its silent G, that oft-­bemoaned but vital bringer of all life: rain. And I also loved Eylül, the name of the month of September, which marks the change of season to beautiful autumn. Bahar, meaning “spring”, is a name no less pleasing. I know a Destan (“myth”), and a Demir (“iron”). Deniz, the name of my nephew, is a common one; it means “sea”. A friend’s girlfriend, Diren, means “resist”.

			From this we learn a crucial lesson: Turks are poets, natural poets, even in their names. Their hearts are steeped in a romantic spirit that is found almost everywhere. In the country is the most beautiful and unashamed sense of passion and wonder at what it is to live in this magnificent world, under and inside that vast galaxy whose stars and planets in turn go referenced in so many names. Turks do not suffer that affliction of inhibition, that timidity before the universe, that is the defining characteristic of so much of modern Western society, tamed by money as it has been, a malady policed further in the Anglosphere by the conservatism of first a Victorian and now neo-­Victorian prudishness so stiff it can only abate with the aid of alcohol or the glimpses of honesty provided by sarcasm. 

			Don’t misunderstand me, though: I love the Turkish spirit, it warms my soul, but sometimes, too, you see through it. You notice that the talk is not being walked, that it comes to people far easier than the act. There are downsides to such lofty sentiments being ever present, just as the average person in the US can talk so readily of freedom but is content to live their whole life through with their head inside a cage. I confess to a fondness for the way, though often they barely know how to say a single word, Brits once in a while muster the conviction to utter something of consequence and, when they do, you can know they really mean it. Politically speaking, and especially in this part of the world, this of course does not preclude the possibility that the British may simply be lying.

			In all these names though, so attuned to the wonder of nature, there is a sort of pagan spirit similar to that of the Native American, and indeed, there is a kinship there. For Turks, proud as they are of the heritage of the Turkic peoples of Central Asia, of Mongolia, Siberia and the Steppe, will often profess a solidarity with Native Americans. The country’s more unpleasant nationalists take as the national animal, if any, the wolf, that fierce but fine creature which we would do well to reclaim from this political appropriation. The wolf, with its connotations of wandering, searching, has something of the native and nomadic spirit in it, a thing unusual to find at the heart of a nation state identity, which is often built on the extinguishing of that very thing. Whenever the US returns to its insincere politicisation of the brutalities that Ottomans visited upon Armenians (those visited by Russians and Armenians against their neighbours, as violence at the end of World War I built towards its awful crescendo, tend not to be worthy of attention), saying it will call it a genocide, Türkiye in recent times suggested that it would then recognise as genocide the US extermination of the Native Americans all the way from Texas to Maine and back to Oregon, a crime that in its totality, methods and unalloyed one-­sidedness is arguably more worthy of the label.

			Forgive me what may seem like a digression. We must cover a lot and time is short, but each digression will add a new layer of understanding, joining yours with mine, so that before long we will simply be riding together. Perhaps, in a way of seeing where the world is interconnected, there is no such thing as a digression anyway. A nation state is only the fiction that holds the people in it, while it is the meaning of the names of those people, the personalities they assume and the lives they lead, that truly represent it.

		

	
		
			24 Apostolou Pavlou Street, Selanik – 8 October

			The rules of diplomacy dictate that this house, as a consular entity, is Turkish territory. As such, however much the Greek and Turkish states may spar, here the Greek state, with an armoured police bus, stands guard to protect the Turkish state from the excesses of the Greek street and those nationalists who previously targeted the premises. Nearby, the rules of tourism prevail, so that adjacent cafés have their menus in Turkish and sell Turkish oddments, from biscuits to Atatürk coffee cups.

			There is one exception; a chalkboard menu that offers Turkish coffee as Greek coffee; perhaps a point of diplomatic contention with the stakes too high. On the terrace outside the café, the Greek and Turkish languages rub shoulders in the conversation on the air, just as once – beautifully – they would have throughout the city of Selanik. Inside the garden of the house are a few men and – perhaps – more women, since women in Türkiye often have a particularly strong sense of gratitude to Atatürk for rescinding some of the religious conservatism of the Ottomans, reforms that acknowledged the voting rights of Turkish women long before the French or Swiss had managed such things. Walking through the old house with women and girls in dresses and shorts are women in hijab and abaya. These shared visits to Atatürk also point maybe to another divide coming down in the Republic, for under the early Republicans who first built modern Türkiye, women were to be set free – unless they were visibly Muslim. The followers of Mustafa Kemal, in the tradition still known as Kemalism, undid some of the restrictions on Turkish women, while creating new ones, perhaps most notoriously the prohibition of the headscarf in universities and public institutions. These new restrictions were sins that Western history books tended for a long time to view as forgivable, or as no sin at all. 

			There are more visitors here than when last I came, in a cool spring a few years ago, and I wonder if this is because of growing nationalism, a rebirth of Turkish-­Greek curiosity, or simply the weather: the sun is shining warm and bright. Inside the garden and house, men, women and children, Turks of all faiths and political persuasion, unite by taking selfies. Indoors the visitors pose with a few mannequins: Mustafa Kemal sits motionless, presiding over their audience with him. In a cabinet is a plain silver basin with Mustafa’s name on it in Ottoman script. A golden tray is decorated with a black cherry tree and blossom. I do not covet objects, but here are two items that tempt me towards materialism.

			The cliché of Türkiye as a place of crossroads or more tension than any other is one I am reluctant to add to, but in Atatürk’s earliest years, on this street, historical forces are already exerting their pull on him. His father wishes his gifted son to be educated in the new schools and under the reformed curriculum of the late Ottoman period. His mother favours traditional learning, and wins the parental battle but not the war when a young Mustafa quits the religious school and enlists in the one of his choosing. When Mustafa is still just a boy, his father dies, leaving his son that grief which is the ultimate tension for a young heart and mind to meet, even if it also instils the priceless lesson that nothing is permanent: change happens. The family move into a smaller house adjacent to this one, renting out the larger property, and entering a life of financial precarity in the place from which all revolution stems: the lower reaches of the middle class. 

			Having lost her husband, Mustafa’s mother is loath to let her son begin a military career. Once more, however, he insists. Mustafa finds meaning in his officer’s uniform, kinship in his fellow cadets and a growing spirit of patriotism. He still pushes the limits, however, befriending writers and poets in this city of intellectuals amid a rich, cosmopolitan mix of Greeks, Turks, Jews, Muslims, Arabs and Christians. All are as one. In him is an accomplished military commander in the making, but also a warrior poet. His military instructors warn against an excess of poetry, though they too are ignored by Mustafa. The spectre of the order, however, may explain his ability to at times engage the authoritarian mindset more common in history than poetry. 

			In his late teens, he leaves the great city of Selanik for military college in Istanbul, a few hundred kilometres away. Together these cities form the twin heart chambers of the Ottoman north Aegean and the Sea of Marmara. Back and forth they beat, a flow of cosmopolitan culture and ideas, pamphlets and dissent, as the teetering Empire moves towards a constitutional monarchy, then threatens to relapse into a sultanate. The European powers stand over it all, watching, waiting for it to fall, waiting for the pickings, concerned at the prospect of an ageing Empire reinvigorated by democracy, fearful that these ideas could spread south to Cairo, that Egypt may be caught up in the revolutionary current similar to the one Türkiye is so spectacularly about to unstopper. 

			Greek and Turkish identities within Selanik experience a friction they have never known before. Five centuries earlier, in 1430, the city of Selanik was brought into the Empire, and since then it has been a home to all peoples, from Anatolia to Iberia. It was to Selanik that so many Sephardic Jews made their way after the Christian fundamentalists of Spain, as is their way, drove them out with the Muslims in 1492. In 1913, with the help of the British, Selanik is split from this history and brought into the idea of Greece. Its loss, like that of Tripoli and Benghazi as Italians invade Libya, in the face of a colonial aggression soon spanning all fronts, foreshadows an Ottoman weakness that wrenches at Mustafa’s heart. Finally, in 1914, the Ottomans attack Russia and in so doing enter World War I alongside Germany and the Central Powers. It is the most disastrous of decisions and the first step in a defeat that will bring down the Empire, marking the greatest tragedy in modern history. Russians, British, Italians and French pull together at the seams of Ottoman lands and communities, stoking antagonisms wherever they can, and backing any separatists they can find with a constant supply of lawyers, guns and money. The British and Russians work together, backing Greeks in the west and Armenians in the east. The British want the Ottomans weak enough to rule over, but not so weak as to disintegrate and take with them the more convenient administration of the territory. In some ways, this will be the model of the republic that follows, particularly after Türkiye joins NATO: neither so strong as to have ideas, nor so weak as to cause concern. Turkish autonomy is deemed problematic – but problematic for whom is a separate question.

			Kept at the house are letters from Atatürk that testify to who he was, and convey something of the man who loved not only the Türkiye he helped to build, but also the Empire that preceded it. Though in so many ways – empire to nation state, faith to nationalism – the two were in opposition to one another, connecting threads exist and can be seen in Atatürk’s devotion to both. His correspondence tells of his longing for the lost Balkan lands he had known as home. Atatürk was stationed as a young military officer in the Ottoman army in Damascus, Syria, where he was remembered for both his scrupulous attention to duties and also his fondness for drinking. Balkan, Arab, Anatolian: it is apparent that every inch of the Empire’s territory has made him who he is, proud citizen of a single country that is as much Damascus as Istanbul, as much Selanik as Beirut. 

			In those letters is the urgency of a young Atatürk as he speeds to Tripoli, then Tobruk and Benghazi, upon the Italian invasion of Libya in 1911. He writes of the necessity of haste, of action, of service:

			 

			Thinking of the degree of sacrifice we owe to this country, the service conducted so far seems worthless. Our conscience warns us that our mission will not be considered over until the warm and familiar horizons of this country are completely cleansed and our ships return to the Tobruk, Derne, Benghazi and Tripoli harbours. The country shall find safety and the nation shall find happiness. Because there are many sons of this nation who are willing to sacrifice their own safety and happiness for the general safety and happiness of the nation. 

			 

			There is a yearning for, an empathy with, what is now Greece, what is now Syria, what is now Libya. Mustafa Kemal speaks of service for the country, when in Syria, while heading to Libya, and speaking as a Turk. A spirit in Anatolia can still long for the Balkans even while journeying to the Maghreb. It is all one, there are no borders, and the country of which he speaks is the Ottoman Empire. It was not perfect this empire, it could no doubt be improved upon, but in it – unlike its peers, and every empire since and before – was more concern for uniting than dominating. From a present day so beset by nationalism, besmirched with Nazi ideas of blood and soil, I see sadness more than failure, and even some merit, in a political unit that fell in part because it could not see nationalism, believing that people should be seen and grouped by spirituality instead, and that those religions could coexist. We will take no lessons from those colonial powers who during this same century were hunting buffalo to extinction, paying bounties for scalps, and giving Native Americans blankets laced with smallpox. Who in India were teaching Hindus and Muslims lessons in a very European brutality and division.

			The Ottomans rose and then fell as a project rooted in spirit over borders. A Jewish friend from Palestine, whose family were settlers in the early twentieth century, once told me of her grandfather, conscripted alongside Palestinians into the Ottoman army to repel the British invasion during World War I. It was another world, and in it so many false distinctions since fabricated were inconceivable. Considering how the states separated from it or manufactured out of it were then picked off one by one by Western armies and Western bankers, it is hard not to see that in such unity lay greater strength than that which replaced it. There is more, so much more to say, but it must wait for the road. Places up ahead will return us to this subject.

			Before setting out, I sit a while beneath an old pomegranate tree, a tree that is as fine a symbol as any of what this country means to me. Its regal fruits are still green, but the points of their crowns have formed, and their leathery skins are beginning to blush red. The tree was planted by Ali Reza Efendi, Atatürk’s father, and the young Mustafa played as a child in the same shade where I now wait to begin. The trunk of the tree is old and thick, wizened and knotted with age. I sit and I think, considering the magnitude of everything. The War of Independence, the new Republic, the Centenary, the great victories. I am soon to set out, across this Türkiye, on its one hundredth birthday, and beneath the pomegranate tree I wonder: what does victory look like today?

		

	
		
			Beginnings

			A man walks over as I photograph the house, asking in a mixture of English and Turkish if I would like him to take my photo. I hand over my camera and he steps away in order to fit the whole building into the camera frame. I pose with my bicycle. He takes us portrait. He takes us landscape. I thank him as he hands back the camera. He has straight black hair and a sparse beard. He smiles. 

			“You live here?” I ask.

			“Yes, I married a Greek woman.” He gestures to the bicycle. “Where are you riding?”

			“First to Istanbul,” I reply.

			His eyes light up. “I rode to Georgia, across Türkiye. Two years ago. Then I came back and finished here.”

			I smile. “How is it here?”

			“It’s fine,” he replies, “the same. Selanik is a lot like Izmir.”

			“Where’s your memleket?” I ask, this word for the place that you are from, the earth that made your family, and which is essential to Turkish identity.

			“Diyarbakır,” he answers, and I smile at the idea of that place, far from here, but on my route, in the east of Anatolia.

			“I’m going there.”

			“Really?” he laughs.

			I nod and smile, not wanting to take it further, I don’t want him to have to say more, define who he is by place, or find the right word for it. But maybe he is happy to talk. Lightly I ask, as if it were as incidental as the question should be, “You are Turkish-­Kurdish then?”

			He smiles, but rolls his eyes as if physically, just as the nearby hills are about to tire me, he is wearied by what that question encompasses. He gives a small shrug.

			“I don’t speak Kurdish. It’s all the same. Turkish, Kurdish, Greek. To me it is the same thing.”

			I retreat from my enquiry, ashamed to have asked, to have had my reservations but to have put the question to him anyway. We return to Turkish. I ask him his name and we both brighten, as if it is remiss that we neglected this.

			“Yiğit,” he answers, and I smile, because it is a name that is dear to me, one that before long we will meet again along our road. 

			“Yours?” He puts out his hand.

			“Emre.”

			We clasp hands, and smile at one another in our different kinds of kin, not least of all the bicycle I pull upright. Yiğit, waving, is my last sight as I take hold of the handlebars, mount, and finally begin my journey.

			 

			The road out of Selanik goes up and up, looping round like the curve of a large question mark, the city the dot at the base of it, asking if I’m sure about what I’m doing. Is this a good idea? Is this a bad idea? I’ve cycled these roads out of Selanik before, across Thrace and into Türkiye, to Istanbul. Even across Türkiye and down the Aegean coast. But each time I knew I’d never reach further into the country, and I always felt a guilt that I’d seen so many places but such a small strip of this one I felt I knew quite well. Only miles bring entitlement, and here until now I have covered so few. 

			Maybe it is a good idea simply because it is a big idea, and big ideas are necessary to see the world clearly, but when enacted have a tendency to instil doubt. It is a journey of some four thousand kilometres, the length of Europe again. It is mountainous. There will be wolves. As always, it is the road and the bicycle that ease me into it, that pull me from the plan and restore me to the moment. At the top of the switchback road out of Selanik, the incline flattens and lifts onto the crown of the hillsides. My arms and legs no longer require all my energy; some can return to my brain. I notice the familiar smell of pine. The green needles carpet the forest. A fire engine is pulled in, with two fire fighters in heavy, heatproof overalls sitting off duty on a bench, smoking cigarettes. The first of the ride’s stray dogs is startled by me, and so in turn startles me, jumping to its feet and barking loudly, its slathering, fleshy jowls swinging with each movement of its head, a jolt back into the world and out of my thoughts. 

			The month is October, early in it, and as I ride by, smelling then seeing my first fig tree, the dry and puckered fruit that remain remind me that, for fresh figs, September would have been the better month. This is perhaps the first error of my ride, though if it proves to be the greatest, then all has gone well. Blackberries atone. Small apples have fallen from their slender branches overhead, baking on the hot road with a smell of compote. A few olive trees have escaped their groves and now grow close to the road, producing green oil as my wheels roll over them at this, the start of harvest and pressing season. Soft and dirty-­white, a small flock of sheep moves towards me, traversing rock and ridge as effortlessly as clouds above skim the hills. They are hardy animals, not the creatures of British pasture, and they know this land. Some of the sheep are large and stout, others are lean, athletic, long-­limbed and alert as they look calmly around. Behind them, a shepherd appears, carrying a sturdy long staff, a thing as proud and pronounced as the broom of a moustache that is parallel to it, hanging nicotine-­stained over his top lip. He wears a bulky waistcoat, its pockets full with the needs of his life, trade and animals up in the hills. He gives me a small nod, and then, with his flock, he is gone.

			Finding my rhythm, riding east, I consider that fatal weakness of 1920 and the Treaty of Sèvres, when Türkiye lost these lands. It was not that they and those in it were ours, but that we were also theirs. Türkiye in 1923, at the Treaty of Lausanne, was an entity strong enough to dictate events again. The term Sèvres Syndrome still surfaces from time to time to describe Türkiye’s institutional memory of the trauma caused by its fragility back then: the inability to resist either the West or the Russians moving to strike. I have heard Westerners argue this Turkish anxiety about territorial integrity is insincere, and it is in turn revealing that they believe so, suggesting that they maybe perceive a country more secure than that country sometimes feels. Let me say simply that a country is only safe from such concerns when there is no need to regularly mention the names of the treaties that founded it. Better still, when their names have been forgotten. The state just is, and always was.

			In achieving that fate, in growing to dictate events rather than having them dictated unto you, moving from Sèvres to Lausanne to whatever now awaits, it is a vital strength to recognise your own weaknesses. Atatürk fixated on the failings of the late Ottomans, they consumed him, and from that Türkiye was rebuilt until it could once more assert itself upon history. To confront your flaws and weaknesses is strength. To hide from your flaws, or silence those who speak of them, is no strength at all. Where you do not acknowledge weaknesses, they proliferate, and from there they corrode even what is good. A country must be strong enough to discuss its weaknesses, and speech must be free because that is the only way hard truths can be told, and stated in the most effective way.

			For Atatürk, it is apparent that his articulation of weaknesses is exclusively at the service of the Ottoman Empire and Turkish Republic. Atatürk wants the betterment of the country, but he does not see himself as better than the country. He is respectful of Western ways – overly respectful at times – but also a proud Turk, cognisant that the West is no true friend. He, like many, writes in pamphlets his thoughts of what needed to be done to rescue and repair the country. I ask myself: could he do so today? Would people listen if he did?

			 

			It is of note, however, that, as everything falls apart, as there grows that abyss of war into which the power of words is at times foolishly cast and lost, Atatürk does not seek to write but to fight. He takes flight and joins the forces at Tripoli. History is readied with words, but it is made by acts. This vital lesson he knows.

		

	
		
			Of Greece

			To understand modern Türkiye, we must also try as we ride to understand modern Greece. For in the efforts to reimagine Greece as a purely European entity – a fake concept given or taken away depending on mood or need – you see the weakening of the Ottoman space. The Greeks were an engine in Ottoman commerce, cultural life, community, and I only stop short in extolling this role so as not to feed the supremacist Greek current that likes to forget this was achieved alongside, and together with, Turks, Arabs, Kurds, Africans, Assyrians, Armenians and all the rest. Giving the Greeks a European identity to replace their Ottoman one represents a fundamental Western success in the dismantling of the Empire. The downside for the Greeks is that this trade is destined to leave them and their political culture bemused, mystified, because it is now predicated on a denial of their history, of who they truly are, an identity for which they now go searching through falsehoods to find.

			So where to begin the history of modern Greece? 1827. Battle of Navarino. Off the coast of the Peloponnese. There the British, Russian and French fleets aid the Greeks by smashing a significant portion of the Ottoman navy, a course of events that the Tunisian and Egyptian vessels sailing alongside are powerless to alter. 1829. Thanks to Navarino, Greece is made an independent state, but it will be independent inside the orbit of the powers that made it. 1920. Treaty of Sèvres, signed after World War I. A loser’s peace is forced on the Ottomans. Greece is given swathes of western Türkiye, including Izmir and influence across the Istanbul region, which is designated an international zone resembling something like a free port administered by and for the European powers. 1923. Treaty of Lausanne. All these gains prove fleeting when the Turkish War of Independence rolls through, culminating – despite the best efforts of those same powers – in Turkish victory. Greece admits to war crimes in Asia Minor, a fact recorded in the treaty if not in history. With the exception of some islands near the Turkish coast, seized by the Italians and later handed to Greece by Mussolini’s fascist government, the war ends in the frontiers that Türkiye and Greece share to this day. But all this is mere detail.

			1943. World War II is drawing to a close. Greece has been occupied brutally by the Nazis. Mussolini holds the islands. A civil war begins, between socialists and patriots on the one hand and a fascist government, plumped with Nazism, on the other. The British and the US intervene. They support the socialists and patriots . . . only kidding, of course they don’t. You know who these guys back! Bitter fighting ensues. Come 1949, Greece is exhausted. With Western help, the fascists are victorious and the stage is set for the foundation of modern Greece. Still, even in the home of democracy, after this rampage of fascism and civil war, it is hard to create actual democracy. Riven by the divisions of conflict, with leftists, artists, intellectuals all exiled or imprisoned, in 1967 Greece sees the installation of a military junta by coup d’état. Brutality escalates, torture is rampant. The US, as with its shah in Iran, as everywhere, has primed the Greek secret services in the art of repression, anti-­communism, revolution-­proofing. Greece is purged. The junta retain control until in 1974 they go too far and organise a coup on Cyprus too, their aim being to annex the newly independent island. For this they will use a brutal Hellenist militia, known as EOKA, which seeks to drive Turkish Cypriots out of their homes and off the island. Türkiye intervenes, moves to protect Turkish Cypriots in the north, so Greek annexation fails but the island is left divided. Back in Athens, this debacle sparks new levels of fury against the junta, already loathed across the country. From the National Technical University, in the proud neighbourhood of Exarcheia, a revolution rolls out. The dictatorship falls. The people have had enough, but on the way to this victory, much has been lost.

			So commences the Third Hellenic Republic in which I now cycle. Democracy begins to take hold. 1981: Greece joins the European Union. It is an irony of history that the Turkish intervention to protect Cyprus, a decision so maligned in history, creates with the fall of the junta the conditions according to which the EU will let Greece in, but comprises one of the factors keeping Türkiye out. The existential anchor of Greece is now nothing more noble or exotic than that which underpins the EU: regulatory alignment with the European Coal and Steel Community of 1951. The trajectory that Greece is now on finds its spirit and meaning only in the industrial pact designed for the effective management of coal and steel after World War II. Philoxenia is out, blast furnaces are in. Greece is nothing but capitalism, smoothed. In 2001, Greece adopts the euro, a single currency, but only nominally single. Greece still borrows money at Greek rates, not German rates. It cedes authority for its monetary policy – and thus its national budget – to the European Central Bank. The price of everything triples overnight. A one-­drachma coffee becomes a one-­euro coffee, despite one euro equating to three drachma. Wages remain at the drachma rate. The Greek currency becomes unnaturally strong, its exports unnaturally uncompetitive. 

			Even as the economy worsens, Greece remains proportionately the biggest EU spender on arms and weapons. Animus with Türkiye is essential to this robbery, and many line their pockets by stoking it. Deutsche Bank prospers in the financing, BNP Paribas and the French still more. Because corruption thrives on big-­ticket arms purchases, because a gangster’s cut of a haunch of cured meat yields less than the same cut on a fighter jet or ten, a parasitic elite enjoys the spoils, paid for by the poor Greek population. The arms race, in which Greece cannot in any case compete, and which is far less profitable than partnership, comes at significant cost to Greek–Turkish relations. 

			Finally though, the game is up. 2015. Money talks and Greece must answer: bankrupt. The people are not to blame, they never are. The people want out, back to drachma, autonomy. They vote for it in a referendum. No. Oxi! But the government fails to deliver, they are now too entwined with the euro, with European coal and steel. A bailout occurs, the people will pay, the foreign banks will get their money. French banks, overexposed, get a fine share of repayment on debts that by rights ought to have bankrupted them. The distribution of bailout costs across the EU means others pay more than they were on the hook for: German taxpayers are annoyed, thinking they’ve paid Greek pensions, though in reality the poor suckers have merely covered the bonus pool in La Défense. Greece is now truly European, but is a whipping boy, a runt. Public services are stripped, EU passports are sold. Some Greeks feel proud to be admitted, but the Western financiers make no secret of their contempt for these lazy Mediterraneans. 

			From our vantage point, across the Aegean, it isn’t hard to see that the Greeks are only Europe’s Turks. East is a relative concept. Greece to us is family, it runs deep. To the Western mind, it is no more than the G in the P-­I-­G of PIGS: Portugal-­Italy-­Greece-­Spain. Bruised and humiliated, Greece has nonetheless been pulled westward, granted entry, but to a club that thinks little of it. 

			This shift though is only one of business, of money. It is neither flesh nor blood, and so we must hope it is not irreversible. The event that catalyses everything is the Syrian civil war. 2016. Fighting escalates. With air space open, the Syrian middle class who could afford to do so have long since flown out. Those who could not afford to be picky have endured all they can but have now made overland journeys out, through Türkiye, and across in some cases those narrow straits or rivers into Greece. On Lesvos, I speak to a Greek woman. “One morning there were three Syrians on the beach, by the boats. I went home to get them warm clothes, some food. The next day there were one hundred. The next a thousand.” 

			This was how it went. Tens and then hundreds of thousands arrive. Thousands die in unsafe crafts; the straits and rivers become graves thanks to a European refusal to offer safe passage to those who have fled wars and tyrants the West created in the first place. The Hellenic coastguard rescues many thousands, but in the end Greek opinion turns. A left-­leaning SYRIZA government, a government that understands what it means to be Greek, that understands where Greece sits in the world, can point to Greece on a map, is voted out. Border cooperation, police cooperation between Greece and Türkiye, collapses. The Greeks pull the plug. An unashamedly right-­wing government is voted in. Pushbacks begin. On land and at sea. War-­traumatised refugees have teargas shot at them, rubber bullets, real ones, too. Refugees in rudderless boats are pushed out into open water. Only the swimmers survive. Make it back to Türkiye if you can. Video images: machine guns fired by the coastguard into the water surrounding dinghies filled with fleeing humans. Greece is broke, Greece is poor, Greece has had its dignity stripped, and in such times – weak as humans are – to be given the power, if never the right, to take the dignity of another is a comfort for some.

			As the inhumanity in Greece begins to rise, however, the role of the EU is of paramount importance. There is no chiding. Greece is obeying ECB strictures these days, has learned how to wear the straitjacket. Greece is the good kid. Inhumanity is something the ECB can give Greeks for free. Ursula von der Leyen shows up from Lower Saxony, brings an entourage. One of those white women who talks feminism as brown women drown, and even that with the neoliberal misandry that says nothing on this earth is worse or more innately guilty than a brown-­skinned Muslim man. (Be proud my brothers, we know truth, and history will vindicate all you have endured.) Von der Leyen, she asserts the Greek right to defend itself. To defend itself against refugees, against war victims, against orphans and the forsaken. To defend itself? 

			However uncomfortable a truth, it is important to understand that the ideological root of Europe is, whatever the more recent efforts in soft power, imperialism. From the Spanish conquistadors to Franco, to the Belgians in the Congo, the French in Vichy and beyond, the settlers the Dutch dispatched to the Americas. Everywhere is imperialism, updated only with a guilty philosemitism that gives Israelis a free and brutal rein in Palestine to atone for the European guilt that Hitler went too far in doing to white people what was meant only for black and brown. 

			The European Union offers Greece its blessing to go to mortal lengths to protect its Lebensraum. This, however arbitrary its borders, is done in the belief that the European Union must maintain its purity of blood and soil. It is done by expunging a Greek history alongside the merchants of Istanbul, of Aleppo, of Damascus. The only glimmer of hope that Europe can one day rise above this xenophobia comes from Angela Merkel, a lone German chancellor, the daughter of a clergyman, who has in her spirituality enough to insist a million Syrians are humans to whom a rich country can afford to give refuge.

			Greece, however, is no rich country. It takes years and an election to undo their instincts, but the Greek state learns how to let refugees drown. They join the club. The work of the CIA, of the British, priming the country for two centuries and more – backing the fascists of a civil war, the junta that follows – is complete. The Greeks reject the cosmopolitanism of both Ottomanism and Ancient Greece. Greece undergoes a European loyalty test, undertaken in the Mafia styles of Sicily but with the fascist organisation and vindicating narrative of the Third Reich, Vichy, Il Duce. Reaching hands sink into the Aegean, and with that grasp breaks a millennia-­long Mediterranean bond. 

			The Greeks would now sooner let people die than live with Arabs – those who translated and preserved their great texts, who saved Aristotle and Plato when Europe succumbed to its intermittent barbarism and found no use for them. The Greeks, who coined so many of the words that gave form to the churn of politics so that we could better understand our oligarchy, our dilemmas, our raging kakistocracy. Who also came up with the words that explain the better natures of our hearts. Who described philoxenia, that love of humanity. Who even as Orthodox Christians still shared in a Mediterranean-­mediated humanity that made them one with the Muslim Ummah, the wider Islamic family. In that kinship, Greeks had often suffered and long understood the brutalities of European Christendom and recognised – when all is said and done – that it knew best of all how to persecute. “Better the Turkish turban than the Pope’s tiara”, as the old saying went, but with this maxim discarded, Greeks have at last been domesticated, brought under the wing of the West.

			To achieve this, however, the Greeks have not only killed Arabs but also themselves. Greece grows ever more politically confused, like a woman who has lost her true family and isn’t welcome in her new one, but is suffering memory loss, and so does not realise that these are not in fact her true relatives. Greece has become a client state. Little more than the Acropolis stuck atop not a rocky escarpment but an approved set of books, and a graveyard. The Greeks – a people that knew resistance – have been sold and cowed. These are the same Greeks who fired an anti-­tank missile into the US Embassy in Athens in 1996. Who went back for more with a rocket-­propelled grenade in 2007, who let the US know that they could not be castrated or spayed, that they were a proud people who knew only too well what the US helped do to them during their civil war, and that Greece belongs not to Washington DC but to the Mediterranean.

			Greece becomes plasticated, becomes only a Parthenon fridge magnet sold in Plaka. As with anything that comes into contact with the US power system, Greece becomes fake. Capital and bombs. Coal and steel. Greece is given a historical wash; it can keep its ancient identity, its “Birthplace of Democracy” accolade, but these are no longer lived ideals, they have become no more than wipe-­down surfaces. The Greeks will go with these leitmotifs of the ancients as the Israelis do their leitmotifs of Judaism. Greece, coincidentally, begins to downgrade its historic support of Palestine; it enhances its support of the Israelis. These two entities, with help from the statelet in south Cyprus, are pulled closer in an effort to bring the Mediterranean under the US wing.
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