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    ‘I think it is that you are trying to be something which you never can be, something which nobody with any sense would wish to be – a European.’


  




  

    British traveller Marmaduke Pickthall in conversation with a ‘gloomy’ Turk
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 preface




It has been more than thirty years since I first visited Turkey, a country which has fascinated me ever since, and more than twenty years since I wrote A Fez of the Heart.


So it is that my first book has become a historical portrait, but even as the age it describes becomes ever more remote it apparently continues to engage and offend, and inspire affection and censure in roughly equal measure. I will leave others to judge and let A Fez of the Heart speak for itself but with one proviso; I challenge anybody to read all I have since written on Turkey – books including Santa and Meander and numerous articles – and conclude that I am anything other than a committed friend of the country.


The journeys described here were made in 1993, when a pound sterling got you 14,000 Turkish lire. There was a ceasefire between the authorities and the Kurdish dissidents, which made travel safe even in the troubled southeast. Other instances of political violence, however, not least the assassination of the much-admired journalist Uğur Mumcu, demonstrated that deep divisions remained in Turkish society. I wondered if I might explore these divisions with the help of a fez.


I should explain; I had been struck to discover that the wearing of the fez, in Britain the stage prop of comedians and music-hall performers, was punishable by law in Turkey. Turkey’s reforming secularists under the country’s great leader Mustafa Kemal Atatürk had in 1925 outlawed this badge of Ottoman traditionalism (just as a reform-minded sultan a century earlier had introduced it precisely to see off the backward and Arab turban). The idea that any hat, let alone this one, might have been deployed to transform social attitudes struck me as a compelling way of accessing and exploring the national culture.


To what extent did Atatürk achieve his goal? He certainly rid the country of the fez (except among ice-cream vendors), but was clearly less successful in reshaping the thoughts and attitudes contained within the Turkish head. Since roughly 2000 the so-called Kemalists, the supporters of Atatürk’s secular revolution, have lost out as the socially and religiously conservative Justice and Development Party (whose Turkish acronym is AK) repeatedly win significant electoral majorities. The Kemalist disregard for all things Ottoman has given way to Ottomania, not least in the form of globally popular Ottoman soap operas and the celebration of major anniversaries in Ottoman history. AK seems intent on reversing Atatürk’s legacy, even if it remains unclear how far its traditionalists wish to go.


What is certain is that the party is willing to restrict freedom of expression whenever voices are raised against it. There has been an inexcusable ramping up of the campaign against journalists and writers, and media outlets loyal to the opposition. As the appearance of A Fez of the Heart in this ebook edition coincides with the publication of a Turkish-language edition, I have a good idea of how just how vulnerable Turkey’s publishers and translators feel in the face of a harshly restrictive judiciary. We have reached the point where independent journalism – or even thought – feels like a precarious, even perilous activity in Turkey.


I join others in deploring this stifling of free and diverse expression, which can only lead to greater intolerance. I already sense from personal experience that the example of the authorities has begun to infect the attitudes of ordinary Turks. There was a time when the refrain ‘we are all free’ regularly peppered the exchanges I enjoyed on my travels. In recent years this phrase, a reassuring acceptance of our different viewpoints and our right to express them, has become increasingly rare.


I find it hard to believe that I need even emphasize the value of Turks being free to think and believe as they wish. That freedom should extend to the criticism, even belittlement, of those in authority (who are free in turn to ignore or disdain all unfounded criticism). Nothing makes for a full life and a functioning society like the unfettered interplay of conflicting and confirming attitudes.


In the current atmosphere, however, I may have reason to worry that A Fez of the Heart appears disrespectful, deliberately provocative to some Turks; the work of an interfering foreigner speaking out of turn, or even one in the pay of some shadowy foreign agency. So let me be clear; I write what I take to be the truth – or my own understanding of it, however deficiently I express it, especially given the callowness I now detect in this book – and have never and would never tout a line that is not my own. It is the job of writers to criticize or condemn in the honest belief that their intervention is ultimately productive. When they take issue with a version of Turkey which a powerful few seek to protect or promote, it is because they believe in what they take to be a better way.


Bear this in mind as you read my account of the journeys to winter villages and summer resorts, to cities and towns, which did so much to confirm my love of Turkey, and my admiration for its people and culture. I hope you take as much good from this book as I meant by it.


Jeremy Seal, November 2015
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  prologue




  

    

      ‘When you make a world for tourists you make a lie, a patchwork from all the coats you have shed.’




      Mary Lee Settle


    


  




  BY THE SHORES of the Turkish Mediterranean they once built a city beyond reproach. Such a city that nothing, it was said, could steal from its

  grandeur. And then they named it Pomegranate, or Side in the Anatolian.




  And so, as the city dwindled to a village over the centuries and only passing armies gave any indication that new empires were afoot, the people made an unremarkable living – the fishermen

  from mullet and the farmers from lamb – among the fallen capitols and pilasters, plinths and pediments, columns and statuary of the ruined city of their forefathers. Among the masonry, coins

  from the second century featuring Nike, Goddess of Victory, lay in dust-strewn profusion. Children might dig up the coins as a temporary distraction while the years passed in uneventful succession,

  people grew old, and the poppies bloomed and died. The catch was landed in the small port, the muezzin sounded mournfully from the minaret five times a day. So life unravelled, and the meaning was

  revealed in its pattern, and for two thousand years the pattern was enough.




  By the 1980s, however, the sons of those same fishermen and farmers had discovered the value of the coins and sold them to the local museum. Old Nike for new, they spent their earnings on

  shedding themselves in the latest trainers and set about running hotels and restaurants where the menus offered fisherman’s mallet and farmer’s lamp. They touted

  boot trips to those interested in boots, hired out deck chairs, sold paragliding experiences, chased young girls from Southend through Pomegranate’s discotheques in the hope that

  they might lie down with them, and whispered sweet bitte schöns at fat women from Dortmund that they might buy a leather jacket or a bag to remind them of their time here, in this

  place of labels whence the echoes of the past had long since fled.




  I am left with a man I never met, a few stonings fuelled by outrage, and a purple hat they no longer wear.




  Mustafa Yildirim saw little of the 1980s. In 1982, he would die in Pomegranate, the village where he had been born and had lived his entire life. Mustafa could tell his

  children nothing of his origins, only that a Greek family had taken pity on an orphan boy and assisted by providing him with a donkey to set him on his way through life. By dint of hard work and an

  orphan’s instinct for survival, Mustafa graduated from donkey owner to farmer while his benefactors vanished in the Greco-Turkish population exchanges of the 1920s.




  In the reforming, Westernizing years of the 1930s, a decree went out that all Turkish citizens were to be counted. Everybody was to stay at home and usefully occupy themselves on census day. How

  the injunction was widely interpreted only became clear nine months later when a previously unknown first name – Nufus, meaning population or census – enjoyed a popularity as widespread

  as it was short-lived.




  So countless, however, were the Ahmet Son of Mehmets and the Mehmet Son of Ahmets, the patronymics by which Turks were then known, that the census largely fell into confusion, and in 1935,

  before a further census was attempted, another decree went out that all Turkish citizens were first to find themselves a surname.




  After eighteen months, the warning went, those families which had failed to find themselves a surname to their liking would be fined and supplied with one of the district official’s

  choosing. Many citizens needed no such incentive. Admittedly, some, such as the Turks arriving from Crete in the population exchanges who often called themselves Ciritli, or Mr and Mrs From Crete,

  were unimaginative in their choice. But others adopted names such as Overthrower of Mountains, Eagle-eyed, Pure Turk and Lion-hearted. Army officers named themselves after victories for which they

  believed themselves to have been solely responsible, ministers after rivers which they had helped establish as national frontiers. The country’s President chose Father of the Turks to add to

  his first names, Mustafa Kemal, while Pomegranate’s rather more humble Mustafa ended up with the surname Lightning.




  Mustafa Yildirim could not remember much about the genesis of his surname. He could not remember paying a fine. Nor, unlike the President, could he ever quite explain what the name meant. It may

  have been a fanciful reference to orphan origins so obscure that he could only have come from the sky. Or perhaps it referred to the legendary speed at which he worked his fields – and

  certainly the same nimble energy is evident in the inherited movements of his son, Halil. But the surname always makes Halil think of something else, an abiding childhood memory of his own. He

  remembers being commanded to stand near his industrious father in those pre-electricity nights, protecting with his child’s frame and cupped hands from buffeting gusts of sea-blown wind the

  flickering naked flame of the torch by which his father guided the furrow of his plough.




  Halil is now a successful Pomegranate hotelier, but he has not forgotten his father. The tools of the old man’s trade such as the wooden ploughs and the threshing sleds – horse-drawn

  slabs of walnut from whose base diagonal lines of flints protrude to separate wheat from chaff – have been tidied up, varnished, and displayed around the hotel, along with photographs of an

  ancient face, to commemorate the man and his way of life. Even the baggy şalvar trousers of Mustafa Amca – old man Mustafa – have been loving patched, washed, and

  ironed, and draped over one of the ploughshares.




  The tools of Halil’s trade are fax machines, tour operators, a facility with profit margins and exchange rates, charm, and foreign languages. No son will build such a memorial to Halil

  – a wall adorned with his typewriter, Filofax, and a sheaf of holiday brochures above beach shorts and sunglasses – and not only because it would look ridiculous. Halil knows that there

  never were, nor will be, such differences in Pomegranate livelihood and lifestyle as existed between him and his father, and their respective generations. There is a yawning gulf between their

  lives that cannot be closed, only recognized. The shrine is testimony to a time when life in Pomegranate changed so fast that the tools of working men were museum pieces before those who once had

  used them had had time to die.




  It was hard to imagine a more achingly beautiful place than Pomegranate in the early seventies. The pioneering trickle of independent tourists certainly thought so. The

  locals, who took such scenic magnificence for granted, were struck instead by these visitors whose behaviour was quite as strange as their clothes, colourful and entirely absent below knee and

  elbow. In July and August, when the villagers were indulging in lengthy recesses from the heat of the day, these people could be seen pottering around the ruins of ancient temples and the

  amphitheatre, puzzling over fallen friezes before taking themselves off to undress – as well as men, women! – on the long beach that fringes the peninsula where Pomegranate stands.

  According to the sleepy but indignant village commentary that raised a cloud of drowsy wasps as it issued from beneath the shady vine trellises of homes and tea houses, the ruins had been there as

  long as anyone could remember and hardly merited exploring in the baking heat of high summer, while even the infidel Greeks in the old days, the oldest villagers readily confirmed, had never

  undressed on the beach.




  Not that it was for the villagers to wonder why. Turkey had long been host to the unpredictable tidetables of invasion that had thrown up the Hittites, Persians and Romans, Selcuks, Mongols and Ottomans, and countless others besides. On the great Eurasian land bridge unsolicited visits from passers-by were largely considered to come with the territory, and the people of Pomegranate

  were habitually sympathetic to requests for billeting or a glass of fortifying tea.




  So some Pomegranate families were prompted to clear spare rooms and offer them to the latest arrivals as pansiyon accommodation. The more enterprising among them even dared, having

  heard the practice was acceptable, to charge a few lire at the end of the visitors’ stay.




  But the first signs of trouble were not long in coming. Some visitors started to wander back from the beach in their bikinis and so caused grave offence among a profoundly traditional Muslim

  population. For whatever else the Mongols had done, they had kept out of bikinis. Signs in atrocious English and German – ‘Bikini in village No’ – were erected on street

  corners in an attempt to stem the offence. Unsurprisingly, these signs proved incomprehensible as much in concept as language to French visitors who had been largely brought up on nude sunbathing

  and doubtless thought slipping on a bikini for a jaunt through town might label them as puritan killjoys. As a result, several of them were stoned by incensed villagers.




  Bruised and bemused, the French were driven back to the beach, but the influx of tourists was not discouraged. Pomegranate’s twenty-five-bed capacity soon doubled, and doubled again,

  setting a pattern for the years to come. Pansiyon owners even started requisitioning the rough notice-boards which had recently railed against bikinis on which they might advertise their

  bed and breakfast rates. Suddenly, there was a new livelihood called turizm, predicated on the astounding discovery that foreigners seemed happy to pay for the things –

  accommodation, meals, and even visits to ruins – that the local people had always marked down under hospitality. It was not surprising then that Halil Yildirim should wake up early one spring

  morning as a young man and decide he no longer wanted to be a farmer.




  By the spring morning in 1992 when I arrived, it was obvious that there were very few farmers indeed left in Pomegranate. I had set out for the village at dawn from a nearby town on a minibus

  crammed with men and women employed in servicing Pomegranate’s shops and restaurants, and its hotel beds, now estimated to be anywhere in number between forty and a hundred thousand. The

  minibus came to a premature halt when the engine emitted a valedictory thud, wheezed a bit, and abruptly died. Then the improvised towrope by which we continued soon frayed and gave within a mile

  of the town while our tow disappeared round the corner, quite unaware of our parting.




  By the time we had reached the new tourist bus station on the village outskirts, the fleet of tractor-hauled trolleys was in service shuttling European visitors, dressed in yellows and pinks

  above fat-dimpled, sun-fried flesh, through the shimmer of the red poppies among the unkempt fields into town.




  I took a room and changed to the sound of Pomegranate putting out flags, the white crescent and star on a red background of the Turkish Republic. The flags hung from every house, carpet shop, and kebab stand,

  draped fragments of a heraldic solar system. It was May 19, a public holiday commemorating the day in 1919 when a gallant young Turkish officer called Mustafa Kemal landed on a distant Turkish

  Black Sea coast, far from the White Sea as the Mediterranean is locally known, at a town called Samsun.




  At Samsun, Mustafa Kemal set about assembling opposition to the proposed dismemberment of what remained of the Ottoman Empire in the aftermath of the Great War. With the compliance of a cowed

  government, an international treaty had condemned the defeated empire to a carve-up that would satisfy the territorial interests of her enemies, Russia, France, Italy, Britain, and Greece, and also

  grant nationhood to numerous subject peoples of the former empire. ‘Turkey’, as my Philips New Handy General Atlas (1930) details the treaty clauses, ‘to cede the greater

  part of Thrace to Greece together with Smyrna [now Izmir] and its hinterland. Turkey to recognize the independence of Armenia, Kurdistan, Mesopotamia, Syria, and the Hejaz, the British

  Protectorates over Egypt, the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, and Cyprus, that of France over Tunisia and French Morocco, and Italian sovereignty over Libya and the Dodecanese.’ All that the Turks

  would retain was a pitiful shred of Black Sea littoral, an Anatolian Gaza Strip.




  But in brackets below the atlas’ treaty details are the two words ‘never ratified’. May 19 celebrates the emergence of Turkish nationhood and of an attendant national identity

  against the longest odds. Without heroism, a long war, plenty of luck, and Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the belief has often been expressed, Turkey would not now exist.




  By 1923, Atatürk had driven the Allies into the sea. The massive paradox that I walked straight into as I set out to explore was that they might as well not have bothered, for despite that

  Turkish victory and excepting the ubiquitous Turkish flag, Turkey did not seem to exist in Pomegranate that morning.




  On the main street, the incursions of English and German had rendered Turkish a minority language. Turkish food had been replaced by ‘handburgers’, and even the ubiquitous döner

  kebab was being advertised as ‘authentik Turkische cuisine’, as if this staple of Turkish food could only hold its own by being touted as a gastronomic heritage experience. Here was the

  grilled red mallet, the lamp chops, even a distinctly unappetizing fried squit, something called stew of bot, bolloknese and cold drings. You could have your potatoes French freud regardless of

  psycho-Austrian objections. The music that drowned out the muezzin in the village’s one mosque was Euro-pop. On the beach, serried ranks of oiled European breasts jiggled in the sun while the

  postcards on the nearby stands brazenly endorsed them with complementary images of topless girls and voluptuous buttocks ornamented with the briefest of G-strings above the bald statement: No

  Problem in Turkey.




  One thing was clear: that underdressed Gallic retreat, a beachwards scuttle in a hail of traditionalist stones, had at some point been halted. The bikini signs had been taken down, the locals

  had come up with a new message in tidy English, and relaunched it on postcards as the slogan of a radically reinvented society, one that claimed to have gone from stonings to toplessness in twenty

  years. The retreat which had once seemed headlong was now exposed as a canny French feint; bikinis had established a bridgehead in town, and bared breasts were dug in on the beach. Where the Anzacs

  had failed, the mammarial brigades of package-holiday Europe had triumphed. ‘I do not command you to obey me,’ Mustafa Kemal had told his troops at Gallipoli in 1915. ‘I command

  you to die.’ And so they had gone to Paradise in such numbers that the sheer weight of their discarded bodies alone prevented the Allies from securing the Dardanelles, the very key to

  Constantinople, now Istanbul. Surveying the beach below me, the entire heroic exercise seemed pointless.




  The Turkish tourist office recently screened a promotional film in London. Images of mosques and markets, fresh vegetables and leather jackets were punctuated by insistent close-ups of naked

  breasts until it seemed that Turkey’s beaches were nothing but a kind of bosomy paradise. When the film throttled itself mid-reel, our quick-thinking host blamed Saddam Hussein for the

  film’s demise, but those who incline to a belief in outside agencies might have looked instead to the inflamed spirit of Turkey herself, courteous, traditional, and above all Islamic, where a

  good many women will not show their faces, let alone their breasts.




  All afternoon, I wandered through Pomegranate’s avenues of boutiques that sold Naf-Naf and Chanel, Moschino and Lacoste, T-shirts and sun-hats, sun cream and perfumes, leather jackets and

  foreign currencies, bags, jewellery, and carpets. Indolent young men wearing shades, purple Italian suits, and manelike hairstyles, long ashes drooping from the cigarettes clamped between their

  fingers, prowled outside their shopfronts, whispering their siren bitte schöns to the bulging shadows of passing women. Tulip-shaped glasses of dark tea, that indiscriminate gesture

  of Turkish goodwill, had been withdrawn from the streets to lurk in strategic reserve among the weaponry of the Pomegranate sales arsenal in case the semblance of generosity that the offer of tea

  suggested might be deployed to banish any lingering doubts from the mind of a prospective buyer. In Pomegranate, sales were the priority, with sex shaded into second – but a close second

  which meant buying ruinously expensive drinks for impressionable young foreign girls in Pomegranate’s discotheques. Stratonicus, quite a card in his time, was once asked whom he regarded as

  the most rascally of people. ‘In Pamphylia,’ he replied, ‘the men of Phaselis; in the whole world the men of Pomegranate.’ Pomegranate, you see, was also in Pamphylia.




  Not that you would have guessed by the 1990s, when Pomegranate had travelled so far towards a European ideal, modern and liberal, that the old names had fallen away, such associations with the

  past no longer sustainable, terminally broken by the sheer weight of Naf-Naf and fried squit.




  Since I had not been in Pomegranate long enough to make a seasoned judgement, I made the quite unseasoned one that the town was on the wrong end of nothing less than a Faustian pact with the

  worst aspects of the twentieth century. ‘Life used to be fun,’ Halil told me. ‘Now it’s just business.’ In its twenty-year transformation, it seemed that Pomegranate

  had lost more than it had gained, and it was hard to see what could reclaim it. For Mustafa Yildirim was dead ten years now, the signs signifying outrage were long gone, and there was no more talk

  of stonings in Pomegranate.




  Then I noticed the fezzes, and in them was a reminder taking me back to a family attic and the accumulations there of a family history, far from the noise of an everyday foreign culture being

  strangled by the sound of holidaymaking. I remembered dust and slanted sunshine, old cardboard boxes and yellowing newsprint, powdered cobweb and desiccated spiders. I saw an old sewing machine, a

  chipped vase, sepia photographs, and mildewed leather suitcases, and sea charts rolled together for so long that they remained tightly furled long after the elastic that once bound them had

  perished and given way. And in the midst of it all was the red felt fez, tasselled and conical, which seemed to have been in that attic for ever.




  The fezzes were piled forlornly in a shop corner, gathering dust. I lifted one from the pile and as I ran a hand across the felt the dust retreated ahead of my fingers, furling up like a reefed

  sail into a discernible line of grey fluff. Now the felt appeared as a deep, lustrous maroon, and the tassel gleamed snake-black. A young man, who had just attended to a woman wearing an ‘I

  love Dortmund’ T-shirt, sidled over. ‘All night long,’ he cooed tentatively to the half-understood lyrics of the Lionel Richie song playing in the background.




  ‘I understood these hats were forbidden in Turkey,’ I told him, vaguely remembering that Atatürk had outlawed the fez in 1925.




  ‘For us, they are forbidden,’ he replied in halting English. ‘For tourists, they are – ’ he searched for the word in vain – ‘bidden. But we don’t

  like fezzes anyway. They are not modern. Fezzes are Ottoman. Fezzes are Islam.’




  The young man directed me through the trinkets. ‘I think you prefer one of these,’ he said and placed a baseball cap on my head. A supine, scantily clad girl had been embroidered

  above the peak below the old refrain, No Problem in Turkey. The full force of her rounded buttocks weighed upon my brow.




  ‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’ll take a fez, thank you.’




  ‘I think you are not modern,’ pronounced the shopkeeper, making my predicament sound like a will-making condition. Ashamed that he stocked such things, he wrapped my illicit headgear

  in a brown paper bag and saw me on my way.




  ‘But I am happy,’ I replied as I walked out into the warm spring sunshine, fez under my arm, and down through the throbbing disco-beat to the sea.




  My fez was cheap, and not very well made, as if to accord with its banal trinket status. How had it come to such a pass, this once grand hat, the hat of the greatest empire of the East, of the

  Sultan and of Allah? What was the untold thread of history that had led to this humiliation, now serving as a brief distraction for tourists? Hearteningly, however, I recognized that my fez had

  embarrassed the young shopkeeper. Evidently, the old associations still clung to it, enough of them at least so that it sounded a tellingly discordant note in the glossy melody that was modern

  Pomegranate. Like the stoning parties, the badly written signs, the life of Mustafa Yildirim, it was an awkward reminder that Pomegranate had changed, and a key to a past that the village had

  washed its Pilate hands of. Perhaps, it occurred to me, I could use this hat.




  In Pomegranate, an exhaustive search turned up a single fez wearer. I peered through windows, glanced into the backrooms of shadowy grocer’s shops, hung around the mosque, and searched the

  most back-street – although Pomegranate didn’t get that back-street – of the bars, only to find him standing outside a restaurant above the beach. For a moment, I dared to hope

  that his taste in headgear indicated an inclination to reactionary subversion, but his greeting put me straight.




  ‘Fried squit?’ he asked.




  ‘I’ve eaten,’ I lied, and pointed at his fez. ‘I thought it was illegal to wear that.’




  ‘My boss like me to wear it,’ he replied in English. ‘He think to bring tourists.’ From his disgruntlement, it was apparent that he was an unwilling fez wearer. In as

  much as it struck me that there were easier ways to attract custom, like making a few spelling amendments to the menu, I sympathized.




  ‘But it’s not illegal?’ I persisted.




  ‘Not illegal to wear for the tourists, but in normal life . . .’ He brought his wrists together to indicate handcuffs. ‘Big problem in Turkey.’




  His words, a pointedly juxtaposed echo of the postcard slogan, highlighted a curious fact; by law, you could go topless in this Middle Eastern and almost exclusively Muslim country but you could

  not wear a fez. These reflections set me off at speed and without brakes down a metaphorical cul-de-sac to arrive at an unavoidable comparison of breasts and fezzes. Little, it struck me, was more

  quintessentially Turkish than the fez; little was less representative of the country than breast-covered beaches. Was one to be banned while the other was encouraged? Was Turkey really more at ease

  with breasts than fezzes? It was as if the country’s enduring search for its own identity – Eastern or Western, Islamic or secular, traditional or liberal – was encapsulated in

  these two contrasting objects and their symbolic payloads that even in shape had a certain resemblance. Pink flesh or purple felt?




  Mustafa Yildirim would have been a young boy when fezzes were last legal in Turkey. It was too late to ask him what he had made of his life. I only had the son’s recollections of a man who

  knew nothing of fake Moschino bags and of fried squit and who had never tried to learn the lyrics of Lionel Richie songs. He had ploughed his fields during the night and wandered breast-free

  beaches, offered his spare room to passing travellers and shared his bread and water in the shade of an olive tree.




  Perhaps it is only the privileged outsider that can afford to do so, but I recoiled from what Pomegranate had become and sided with the remnants, the memory of Mustafa, the outrage of the

  stoning parties, the badly written signs, and the outlawed fez. In them I detected a reminder that the truth could not be denied. The truth was that far from being fairly representative of Turkey,

  Pomegranate was unrecognizable as such. Pomegranate had tried to drag the Turkish hinterland into the modern world and not yet turned round to discover that under a strain that could not be borne

  the tow-rope had long since broken.




  For in the hinterland beyond the poppies that Pomegranate had left behind, the veil was said to be widespread. An intensive mosque-building programme had been under way in the country for

  several years. The number of Turks making the haj, or pilgrimage to Mecca, was increasing annually. Journalists with secular views were routinely murdered by shadowy terror groups. And the

  fez, symbolic of a general orthodoxy that would have been scandalized and saddened by what Pomegranate had become, had not simply gone out of fashion. Some of those who persisted in wearing the fez had

  been marched to the gallows in a ruthless attempt to hasten its eradication. No Problem in Turkey?




  It might even be, it struck me, that the fez clung on in the mountainous, suspicious hinterland. For if it only survived as a tourist trinket devoid of meaning, then why the discomfort of the

  young shopkeeper who had sold me my fez? I preferred to believe it still had the power to remind Pomegranate’s Turks of a past they preferred to deny, a kind of amulet against Turkish

  self-deception. So when I set off down the Turkish road in search of the end of a broken tow-rope, I took my fez with me.
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  chapter one




  IT WAS JANUARY 1993 when a kindly but disbelieving Turk in an ill-fitting suit and a homburg approached me as our flight was

  called at Heathrow Airport.




  ‘Why are you going to Turkey?’ he asked, without unnecessary preamble. This rhetorical question was partly prompted by the fact that it was the middle of winter, but I did not doubt

  that it also harboured residual traces of a belief prevalent among Turks for hundreds of years; that I was travelling in the wrong direction.




  West has been best for Turkish ideologues and leaders ever since the eleventh century when they and their people upped their Central Asian sticks and relocated to Anatolia. With the capture of Constantinople in 1453 the Turks could make the first of many claims to be European. These,

  they might have felt in a far-sighted moment, would one day lend substance to their applications for EC membership. The fact that they would be competing for World Cup places alongside Italy and

  Germany instead of soft touches like Afghanistan and China may have been considered a price worth paying.




  Eventually, this western impetus carried them to the very gates of Vienna where the Ottoman army encamped during the great sieges of 1529 and 1683, setting down a fabulous image that has at once

  haunted and enthralled Christendom ever since. The camp was pitched in front of the city in the form of a huge half-moon Islamic crescent, the thirty thousand tents visibly overshadowed by those of

  the Sultan and his Grand Vizier, which were covered in hangings of richest tissue coloured green and striped with gold. Gold too, great knobs of solid gold, were the pinnacles above their tents,

  while carpets, cushions, and divans within were studded with jewels. Deep inside was a sanctuary housing the sacred standard of the Prophet, and baths, fountains, flower gardens, and menageries. At

  the entrance, five hundred archers of the Royal Guard kept watch while thousands of turbaned infantrymen and black eunuchs passed among the field harems and their concubines, the Ottoman military

  kitchens filled with bejewelled silverware, the Turkish baths and bedrooms hung with priceless satins and velvets. And beyond them grazed the twenty thousand mules, horses, and camels of the

  baggage trains, and the four hundred ships of the Imperial flotilla moored upon the grey depths of the Danube.




  On the other side of the walls was no such extravagance. Beef in Vienna was twelve times its price prior to the beginning of the sieges. Poultry could not be bought at any price. Cats, no longer

  exempted from the dinner table, were chased through cellars and over roofs until the Viennese came to know them as dachshasen, or roof hares.




  A besieged, desperate population of cat eaters quivering at the Islamic scourge outside the walls is thus imagined, and doubtless there were plenty of Turks ready to confirm the worst of such

  fears. Even so, this bewitchingly forceful image may yet be misleading. Listen carefully, it seems to me, and rather than the merciless proclamations and chants of an army intent on malevolence one

  may actually hear among the tents and the majesty the muted ‘Can we join you?’ of a people pleading to belong. On Turkey’s summer beaches, in the bars and by the backgammon tables

  where the Europeans can be found, it is a request the Turks are still making.




  For the Turks never did get into Vienna. As European armies got stronger, further Westernization by simple geography became increasingly expensive on soldiery. So they by and large stayed where

  they were and consolidated their empire by incorporating weak neighbours to the south while their leaders introduced new hats of an increasingly Western tint every century or thereabouts. The march

  which had been foiled on the ground would continue in the mind. If they couldn’t get there in their boots, then they’d do so in hats instead.




  In the defining moments of their national history, the British have their Magna Carta, Agincourt, Trafalgar, Waterloo, Reform Bill, Battle of Britain. The Turks have their hats.




  In 1826, the turban was abolished in Turkey and replaced by the fez. In 1925, the fez was outlawed and replaced by Homburgs, panamas, bowlers, and flat caps. And so a series of hats have

  provided the stepping-stones, the caravanserais on the central theme of Turkish history, her great march westwards towards the promised land represented by that ultimate measure of Westernization

  – the bare head.




  There was the rest, of course; the rise of a splendid empire and the passing of Sultans, an endless succession of wars, the fall of the Ottomans and the rise of the republic, and a series of

  coups, but always there were hats. In Turkey, headgear has since time immemorial had a symbolic significance inconceivable in the West. In Turkey even today, you are largely identified by what you

  wear on your head. Your headgear acts as your badge of cultural and religious affiliation. The problem comes when your choice of hat is prescribed. Rather than a complex expression of your own

  personality, your headgear may now originate in a simple memo sent by the head of state to his ministry responsible for hats. The cap that once fitted becomes the hat permitted, and leads to

  headgear that may not be of your choosing.




  For many Turks, then, the march westwards has been a forced one. In 1950, the election defeat of the avowedly secular Republican People’s Party at the hands of a party promising extended

  religious freedoms led to an outbreak of illegal fez-wearing in eastern Turkey; and in 1989, the ‘turban affair’, when female students flouted legislation banning Islamic head-gear in

  Turkey’s educational establishments, led to demonstrations, civil disorder, and assassinations.




  In 1993, Turkey had been embarked for several years on her third European siege. Only this time her forces were encamped not in tents outside Vienna but in the international hotels of Brussels,

  with showers where they once had Turkish baths, mini-bars where they once had field kitchens, portable telephones where they once had envoys, and bare heads where they once wore turbans, lobbying

  for full membership of the European Community. They claimed that Turkish democracy – something of an oxymoron during the coup-ridden sixties, seventies, and eighties – had finally come

  of age.




  Certainly, the voices of dissent, which once had been lost in interminable prison terms and torture chambers, could now be heard. Refah, the Islamic Welfare Party which advocates the restitution

  of the şeriyat, or Islamic law, was garnering an increasing number of votes. There was a growing disenchantment with the West, not only because its various promises were coming to sound

  increasingly hollow but more specifically because it was considered to have been criminally negligent in its attempts to relieve the plight of the Bosnian Muslims, with whom the Turks feel an acute

  sense of kinship not only as brothers in Islam but also because the Bosnians were conspicuously loyal Ottomans in the days of empire. The ten-million-strong Kurdish minority, while learning to take

  pride in a language which had finally been recognized by the state, was busy expressing its increasingly insistent sense of nationhood in whatever language the audience would listen to. Into the

  struggle for the soul of modern Turkey a degree of fairness had finally crept, but social liberalization had only served to highlight the factional currents of ideology running counter to the

  ebbing tide of westward national direction.




  And so in spite of the government’s best efforts, Turkey has not yet been permitted to belong. The phones ring ceaselessly, the mini-bars are emptied late at night, the lobbyists squeeze

  and cajole those who matter, but Europe observes Turkey’s growing pains through suspicious eyes, seeing a country that walks a geographic, ethnic, and cultural tightrope, balanced uneasily

  between two worlds; a bridge between East and West with a foot in both camps, but with her heart in neither.




  Stalled by the EC, pragmatic Turkey has flaunted her clubby charms elsewhere. But membership committees have tended to wince at her applications. Bridges by their very nature have feet in two

  camps – and that’s not what leagues, clubs, and associations are all about.




  So Turkey remains only an associate member of the EC. She is on the Council of Europe but then so is Liechtenstein. NATO, of which she is a member, is rapidly losing any coherent sense of its

  post-Soviet function. She is a member of the Islamic Conference Organization but since she is the most avowedly secular state in the Islamic world she is marginalized by definition. Topless bathing

  in Pomegranate was never going to go down a storm in Mecca. She is now considering a league of her own wherein she will head the Turkic republics of former Soviet Central Asia. She is a member of

  the Black Sea Co-operation Council along with Bulgaria, Romania, and Russia. All at once, she is looking for companionship to all four points of the compass. And she probably has a sore diplomatic

  neck.




  Later that same wintry day in January 1993 I would catch a news report on the television in my Istanbul hotel room showing the then Turkish Prime Minister at prayer in Mecca, Saudi Arabia,

  wearing traditional white holy robes while the then President (and they change fast), dressed in a pinstripe suit, was addressing prominent businessmen in Washington. The Prime Minister, for the

  rather confusing record, was regarded as the avowed secularist while the President was the devout Muslim. The country’s two leading political lights seemed to be dividing their people’s

  cultural affiliations by example.




  But I still had to get through immigration. In front of plywood kiosks long queues had formed, comprised chiefly of returning Turks, entrepreneurial Russians, and a few European journalists

  dispatched on editors’ hunches that Saddam was about to hit out at his Kurds while the world’s attention was focused upon the Clinton inauguration. On the wall above passport control

  Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s bareheaded portrait was framed in gilt. A man stopped me at customs, gestured for my passport, and read it at length.




  ‘And what is your business in Turkey?’ he asked as one hand unzipped my holdall and made a cursory journey through my spare underpants. I was about to answer when his eyes narrowed

  in a manner that indicated he had either had a compelling experience with those pants or discovered something that was less to his taste. From my holdall, he withdrew a hat, maroon, tasselled,

  conical, and made of felt.




  ‘And what is this?’ he asked – the question whose answer is self-evident of the type beloved by petty schoolmasters.




  ‘My fez,’ I replied dutifully. ‘I am researching a document about the history of Turkish hats,’ I told him, hiding behind the low-profile activities of academia.




  It was as if I were in Pomegranate again. With this reminder of the past, I had offended the customs officer. I had questioned the version of Turkey that held sway at the country’s

  airports and at resorts such as Pomegranate. And in so doing, I had buried my own doubts. I was here in search of my own version, a Turkey that was not so certain that its future was European and a

  people who had been hanged less than a lifetime ago for refusing to relinquish their fezzes.




  He gave me a long, cool look, dropped the fez into my holdall, zipped it up, and returned it to me. ‘You are ridiculous,’ he said. ‘Welcome to Turkey.’
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  chapter two




  

    

      ‘From thee, dear friend, of other days I part,




      Ah! Who can speak the anguish of my heart?




      My turban! long thou didst these temples bind,




      Now, torn from thence, around my soul entwined;’




      

        From English traveller and painter Thomas Allom’s rendition of an 1830s protest ode lamenting the abolition of the turban, as heard in a Constantinople café.


      


    


  




  ON A MORNING made of low skies and skittering pigeons I shouldered my way up the path above Eyüp. As I climbed, the wreckage of a view clambered

  out above the cypresses and the stunted forest of headstones. An exotic history and a decrepit present had evidently collided here; an Istanbul winter had then shunted into the back of what

  remained.




  I turned at the sound of bells. A shepherd was herding his flock through the cemetery.




  ‘Memleket?’ he asked. Country? England, I told him, looking beyond him to the view. ‘What happened here? They say this was a beautiful place under the

  Sultans.’




  ‘Sultans.’ He spat out the word across the mean flanks of his sheep.




  ‘Atatürk changed our country. You don’t like Atatürk?’




  ‘Of course I like Atatürk,’ I replied, bowing to the Turkish paradox which enshrines the nation’s commitment to the modern in the memory of a man who died fifty-five years

  ago, before space travel, before the last war, before even the Beatles.




  The image of the great Turkish Gazi, the warrior Atatürk, still adorns every Turkish coin and banknote and his bust dominates the country’s every town square. His name honours

  airports and football stadia, streets and boulevards, dams and farms, schools and bridges, cultural centres and forests, villages and ships, lakes and hospitals. Back in the twenties, it was even

  proposed that they rename Constantinople not Istanbul, but Gazi Mustafa Kemal. Admiring the modernizing Father of the Turks is what you do in Turkey. And if you sense you have not yet been forgiven

  for doubting it, you engage whomsoever you have offended on the subject of his pride and joy. Sheep in this case.




  ‘Where are you taking them?’ I asked, and it was sufficient. The shepherd winked, ran a surreptitious finger across his throat as if to preserve his flock in blissful ignorance, and

  smiled so that deep crevices in which all suspicions were finally banished broke out all over his face. ‘Last view of Istanbul, my dear hearts,’ he told his sheep, took a deep drag on

  his cigarette, nodded, and was gone.




  The sheep trailed after him, leaving me alone with the view. The slope fell sharply away below where a jumble of brambled and broken graves gave way to the road and the water beyond it. A rim of

  still scum lacquered the waterline in a ruff of black flecked with mercury. Beyond it lay a palette of putrid greens, greys, and browns. Fishing boats lined the waterfront and occasional freighters

  lay broken-backed in the mud, seeping coiled gouts of rust. To the west, where hills hemmed in the water on all sides, mudbanks shrugged out of the murk to punctuate the poisoned shallows. Far to

  the east, the water eddied into the Bosphorus and lapped at the fringes of Asia. But I could not see so far, only a succession of bridges shrouded in mist, whited-out echoes of bridges that bound

  Istanbul across her legendary waterways, each like a fainter impression of Turkey herself spanning land masses, continents, even beliefs.




  I was looking down at the western extent of the fabled Golden Horn which was known to the Ottomans as the Sweet Waters of Europe. In the eighteenth century, there were tulip shows along these

  banks where the Sultan’s guests wandered through the gardens and along the marble quays drinking sherbet, while candle-bearing tortoises clambered among the flowerbeds, throwing lumbering

  flickers of light. Now, there was a cold, snow-laden wind, and a shepherd driving his sheep through a graveyard to the butchers, and all those who had seen the tulips and the tortoises were dust at

  my feet. I remembered a line from Pierre Loti: ‘In no other country have I seen so many cemeteries, so many tombs, so many dead.’




  Loti, a young French romantic and adventurer, often returned to this sprawling, hilltop cemetery in the late 1800s to dream of an Orient that even then was fast disappearing. The tulips and the

  tortoises were long gone, and cobwebs were beginning to ravel up the Ottoman Empire in a cocoon of decay as the last of the Sultans languished in their palaces while the great powers collected at

  the deathbed of the Sick Man of Europe.




  At the top of the hill, Loti’s memory had been press-ganged into service at the Pierre Loti Shop, Bazaar, and Café. Where once he had sat and conjured up quixotic visions, the

  modern world had wreaked vulgar revenge until all that remained of him was now swathed in trinketry.




  ‘Excuse me,’ I asked the café owner. ‘Can you point me to Loti’s grave?’




  ‘France,’ came the reply, the head remaining firmly below the counter so I was looking down on thinning whorls of scalp hair scattered with a light dusting of dandruff that resembled

  the snowfall threatening outside.




  ‘I see.’ My muttered reply probably did not disguise the fact that I had been expecting directions of a less national nature. I had always assumed that this romantic orientalist

  would have insisted on being buried in his beloved Constantinople. But by the time of his death in 1923, I reasoned, Turkey’s official rebirth as a secular, Westernized republic was months

  away. Loti, who had come here for the allure of Constantinople’s past, for the fabulous Orient, and for veiled, forbidden, and thus irresistible harem girls, can only have been disenchanted

  by Turkey’s unswerving march towards the Europe he had long since rejected. And at the time of his death; the indifferent embrace of French soil and wretched thoughts haunting him of another

  French citizen who had first come to Constantinople eighty years before him to energize Imperial commitment to the ideas of the West: Aimée, the French Sultana, influential mother of Mahmud

  II, the greatest reforming Sultan of them all.




  I walked through the colourless winter grass and among the headstones. Some were chipped, cracked, and broken; others ran green with lichen and brown with rust. Squat stones arched to a rounded

  point while minor mausoleums were ringed with low rusty chain fences. There were delicately engraved tablets and tall cylindrical steles, topped off sometimes by stone turbans gathering lichen, but

  mostly by the fezzes introduced by Mahmud II. They were everywhere, these fezzes, large and small, some with carved tassels, some tapering dramatically to the crown. A number of stones had

  been decapitated so that the fezzes lay in the mulch at their feet or had rolled away until the trunk of a cypress tree or another headstone had finally brought them to rest above the remains of

  another.




  It all dated from a morning in 1826 when Grand Admiral Koja Husrev Mehmed Pasha of the Ottoman Imperial Fleet dressed with unusual care. Having just returned from naval exercises off Tunis, he

  was bound for an audience with the Sultan. He had with him his naval report, but would also deliver to His Highness an unprompted package containing some articles he had chanced to pick up in the

  markets of Tunis. Word had reached the Grand Admiral that the Sultan was looking to abolish the turban. Widely known as the ‘crown of the Arabs’, the turban had strong Islamic and

  Eastern associations: its continued use represented a stubborn bulwark against Mahmud’s reform programme, and the Sultan wished to see it removed.




  Mahmud did not greatly care for Muslims, and less so for Arabs. His cultural outlook had been actively shaped by his mother, Aimee, some years dead, a French Creole who had been taken by corsairs

  from a ship off Majorca, dispatched to the Ottoman authorities in Algiers, and finally presented to Sultan Abdul Hamid in Constantinople as a glittering prize for his harem. Just as Mahmud’s beloved mother had come from Western North Africa, so the Grand Admiral had high hopes that his own package from Tunis might find favour with the Sultan – to his reputation’s lasting

  enhancement.




  It was the tradition of the harem that concubines were chosen not from the Ottoman heartland of the Anatolian steppes but from outlying provinces such as Circassia and Bulgaria, and from further

  afield whenever a corsair captain in control of his baser instincts and looking to recommend himself at the highest level happened across a defenceless and beautiful girl such as Aimée.

  Officially, it was considered below a Sultan’s status as Allah’s vice-regent on earth and Emperor of all Ottomans to lie with Turkish women. The more practical reality was the urgent

  need to encourage imperial issue. Firing the jaded sexual palettes of overweight and undersexed sultans was the aim of the exercise, and experience had proved that exotic foreigners often provided

  the spark.




  In Adbul Hamid, Aimée ignited a lasting conflagration, and she soon conceived. But Aimée was different. At the time of her kidnap, she had just completed eight years in France and

  was returning to Martinique an educated and highly Europeanized young woman. To the reactionary elements in the Ottoman Imperial Court, she was a cultural time bomb charged with a high explosive

  called change.




  Aimée raised Mahmud much as she might have raised a boy in France. He learned French and French ways, ate French cooking under French chandeliers, and grew up amongst French furniture.

  The Janissaries, the powerful and ultra-conservative Imperial Guard, had long understood it to be their function to guard not the Sultan himself – especially if he harboured alien notions of

  progress – but rather the time-honoured and unalterable institution of the Sultanate as they understood it. Which made Mahmud a despised giaour or foreigner, and a threat to

  the old orthodoxies that had guaranteed the Janissaries unbridled influence for centuries. Specifically, here was a man who had already expressed heretic interest in the tricorne then popular in Europe before it was pointed out to him that the hat’s three points represented the Christian trinity. On learning this, Mahmud was politician enough to abandon the three-cornered

  hat without a murmur. He might make his subjects less Muslim; he would never make them Christian.




  Mahmud was still pondering the thorny question of his subjects’ headgear when the Grand Admiral returned from Tunis with the answer. In the package were a number of felt hats, brimless,

  red, and tasselled. As they were unpacked before him, Mahmud recognized them as the compromise which, with a little persuasion, the influential religious authorities might be prepared to endorse.

  And if these fezzes were not perhaps as Western as he had hoped, they at least would provide him with a clean break from the burdensome turban.




  A revised costume for selected corps of the Ottoman military was introduced on June 10 1826. It included a prototype fez. Two days later, guessing only too well what new hats signalled – a

  crash course in Westernization – the Janissaries rebelled in support of the old order, but were routed by forces loyal to Mahmud in a single day. The Sultan put the word about that the

  corpses of the slain Janissaries had become vampires and were lurking in the night-time streets of Constantinople. As their graves were broken open and stakes driven through the corpses’

  hearts by the more impressionable of his subjects, Mahmud prayed that the forces of reaction would trouble him no more.




  Mahmud was soon to discover, however, that a few stakes would not still them. His suggestion that the military fez be fitted with a peak to shield against the sun met with the stony disapproval

  of the religious authorities, who countered by pointing out that such a peak would prevent the wearer from touching his forehead to the ground at prayer time. In a bid to press his point, Mahmud

  ensured that the recalcitrant religious leaders were directed to seats in the full glare of the sun at the next Imperial audience, and he kept them there for far longer than was customary. But mere

  sunstroke did not dislodge the religious leadership, and a non-peaked fez was introduced in 1827 – with a further Islamic accoutrement, the silk tassel, the single hair by which devout

  Muslims were effortlessly raised to Paradise by Allah.




  The result was that the Ottoman infantryman went to war not with a helmet to protect him but with an article of headgear whose primary design feature was to allow easy contact with a prayer mat, with heavenly

  emergency exit in the form of a tassel attached. And since the likelihood was that the prescribed headgear prevented the soldier from effectively seeing his enemy, pray he might. There will

  doubtless have been much frantic squinting at the enemy during the Ottoman summers on campaign in the nineteenth century, squinting which continued into the twentieth century; even at Gallipoli,

  sunstroke was still endemic among the Ottoman soldiery.
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