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1. Introduction



1920s onwards: Rize, London,
Ankara, İstanbul


I AM SAT ALONE, THE ONLY PASSENGER IN A SEVENTEEN-SEAT minibus, and yet still somehow uncomfortable. It is late afternoon as we leave Rize, deep in the north-east corner of Turkey, and we are heading further east still, along the highway that lines the Black Sea coast. It is a tough and hardy region, of big hills and bigger noses. The dolmuş, the shared taxi, slowly fills up with them, and I watch the sea to our left, calm but unwelcoming: a wintry blueish grey. After half an hour, the driver catches my eye in the rear-view mirror – remembering our agreement – and lifts his considerable black eyebrows, as if to say, ‘Here it is, this is Balıkçılar.’


I step off the bus, stood, backpack on, the road behind me and the hills in front, ‘our’ village rising up ahead. Balıkçılar, ‘Fishermen’. Approaching the teahouse nearby – and the men smoking in front of it – I rehearse the introduction in my head: ‘I’m Sami Kent. My father is Turkish, his family is from here: the Aytaçs, the Murtezaoğlus.’


I reach the teahouse – the words çay evi written in faded paint on its front – and try my best. A few suspicious questions follow: ‘Who were they?’, ‘What was their name?’, ‘When was this?’ Their guards are slowly lowering. I follow my aunt’s advice, texted the day before: ‘Mention Abdi Aytaç when you can.’ Abdi Aytaç: my great-grandfather, a small village celebrity, famous for leaving this place, for making it all the way to France, for running unsuccessfully as a leftist candidate in this conservative, religious heartland. That Abdi Aytaç!


They accept. Smiling, grizzled men stream out of the çay evi like cartoon clowns. A tea slides in front of me. They begin to offer, to me and to each other, their amateur genealogies, their half-remembered histories of this village of five hundred people. Amidst their thick Black Sea Turkish, I think I catch words I’ve learnt from textbooks, the bewildering array of terms Turks have for various relatives: baldız – one’s wife’s sister; bacanak – one’s wife’s sister’s husband; dayı – one’s mother’s brother.


After a few minutes the muhtar – the head of the village – arrives, offering to take me on a tour of where my family once lived. He’s a driver by trade, and we jump into his car and shoot up the hill: squeezing up the road, haring round corners, U-turning where we can go no more. He has one hand on the wheel and one on the phone, making calls to various relatives of mine, asking whether they are in the village. I have one eye on the certain falls below and one on the scene in front: the January sun setting on the tea plantations all around, the occasional splash of an orange tree, the Black Sea stretching out beyond us. There’s no one here, the muhtar explains. Many families leave for the winter months. I am, I must admit, slightly disappointed. And then one calls back.


Me, the muhtar, two middle-aged men and an old woman – who covered her head as I entered – are sat in a living room, curved around the fireplace. A tray of coffees comes in, as we try and work out who we are. Again, the back and forth, the pinning of certain words to certain names. The enthusiasm in the room rises. They start to shout with excitement, they shout over each other, they shout to their near-deaf mother.


We’re all related. The old woman, past ninety and still sturdy, is my grandmother’s cousin, Abdi Aytaç’s niece. She asks if my grandmother is still alive. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘she lives in İstanbul.’ She begins to cry. She hugs me. She’s looking at my face, at my nose, the slight hook of it – the same hook on my brothers, my father, my grandmother. She hugs me again. ‘You look just like us!’ she says.


*


There is a question you’re asked often and early in conversations in Turkey. Nerelisin?, ‘Where are you from?’ Memleket? ‘Your home town?’ they might add. It’s asked not only to migrants from outside but within the country too – a friendly recognition, really, that almost every Turkish family has a story to tell: journeys from villages to cities, each with their own pioneer across Anatolia and beyond.


I used to answer honestly. ‘London’ – the place where I’ve spent nearly all my life – but this was invariably met with a shake of the head. My father was Turkish, so my memleket had to be too. I soon tried ‘Ankara’, where my baba had grown up, but still no. It didn’t fit – you can’t be from the city. ‘Rize’, I learnt to say. Yes! ‘Ah, a Black Sea boy!’ they would reply, as I slotted into a more familiar groove. That would explain my fair hair as well – Rize is only a day away from the blonde hair and blue eyes of Russia. Forget the fact my mum was from Peterborough, east England. People were far more interested in my dad, anyway – in the figure who left Turkey at nineteen. ‘Where does he live?’, ‘What job does he do?’, ‘How long has he lived abroad?’ No one ever asks why he went.


*


The stories of Turkey my baba told us when we were children have an odd effect. The further my baba gets from events, the more colourful they become in the telling. The further I get from when I first heard them, the blurrier they become in the remembering. Both vivid and unclear, like a kaleidoscope mid-twist. Did he really used to hang street cats for fun? Was he really the slated Eurovision candidate in 1976, only for Turkey to pull out in protest? Was he really near Taksim Square a year later, when police fired on demonstrators and left forty people dead?


In a sense, it didn’t matter. This was the character arc we moulded for him and we loved him for it: the dad with the larger-than-life tales from his homeland. And the migrant success story: the student who came to England, met his future wife in his first week there, and never looked back.


This is how we learnt Turkey too, as anecdote, as a set of stories. And of course the place where we holidayed every year, beloved and a little bit dangerous: the queues at passport control, where my baba would tell us – though we didn’t know he was joking – that the border guard would shoot anyone who crossed the yellow line before their turn, and me – with all the subtlety of a nine-year-old – trying not to look at the pistol in his holster, for I had never seen a gun before; then, the blast of the warm evening air outside the airport, with its smell of olive trees and lemon cologne. Followed by two weeks of the glittering Aegean, the site even of my first memory: tossed out of a boat at three years old, lifejacket on, bobbing in the waves.


It was two weeks of baba to ourselves, in his holiday mode of yellow Speedos and a pirate bandana. He was our guide, our translator, our inveterate over-orderer. Grilled liver, garlic yoghurt, fried aubergines. I longed for them, and the Turkish he spoke asking for them too, the way the sounds fell together, magic in the way that all dads are magic, summoning something inexplicable, inaccessible, in an instant. It was another world, and another version of him. He would tease us with it, with the endless cases, tenses and subjects you can stack on Turkish words, loading them up like a waiter’s plates. Avustralyalılaştıramadıklarımızdan mısınız? Are you one-of-the-ones-who-we-have-failed-to-Australianize?


His Turkish was – must have been – rusty, but still some part of him seemed more at ease, slipping into the rhythms of conversation, and the cues that frame so much of it. I didn’t know it at the time, but it was a place deeply familiar to him: as a boy himself, he had travelled around the same coast with my babaanne and dede in a green VW camper van. He can still remember the licence plate.


There’s another memory I have of those holidays, one that speaks to who our family is, and what it believes. One morning, my baba gave me one of Turkey’s million-lira purple banknotes – value, approximately, one pound sterling – and all I could think was, I’m a millionaire! But his excitement was different, looking at my fair hair, and then the portrait of Atatürk, stamped on all Turkish currency. ‘You look just like him!’ he said.


*


There is a black-and-white photo of my baba, around eight years old, in Boy Scout khaki, with matching cap and scarf, a slight smirk – a slight pride – on his face. The 10th of November was always a big day. Lantern in hand, he would keep guard of the school bust of Atatürk, on the anniversaries of his death. For my baba, Atatürk was not just the country’s founder and first president, not just a military hero, but an intellectual giant. His various reforms – changing Turkey’s script, or giving Turks surnames – were celebrated in their textbooks. Excerpts of his speeches were read out in class, though the Turkish was incomprehensible and strange. His statues and sayings dominated the Ankara where he grew up. Looking back, he says, it was a little bit ‘Muscovite’.


My baba and his peers were to be model Turks, the newest generation for an historic and evergreen mission: to transform the country top-down from something stagnant and religious to the resolutely modern, scientific and secular; from the bankrupt and backward Ottoman Empire to a Western-facing nation-state. To put it in my baba’s words, more bluntly, ‘we despised religion’. They revered the army though, the ultimate defenders of that legacy. The cartoons and satire of his youth, he remembers, were ruthless and cruel about Turkey’s politicians, but no one touched the military.


Our family were fully a part of that vanguard, if not in influence, then at least in enthusiasm. By my baba’s time, of course, that hot, live project under Atatürk and his successors forty years ago had congealed into legend, but it was given real and beating life at home, by the man he calls the ‘intellectual stimulus’ of his childhood: Abdi Aytaç, his maternal grandfather, who would burst into poetry over an evening meal, our own pioneer whose journey out west would explain so much of how our family came to be.


Balıkçılar, 1918, was not a promising place: poor, and rural, and always raining. Its hills were too steep to farm, or even to access by road – the only way up and down was by horse, on narrow winding paths. So the village that Abdi Aytaç knew, and the family he came from, looked to the water: uncle sailors who died at sea; grandads who traded with Russian port cities to the east. Plus the otherworldly relative Imam Hacı Hasan who – as the story goes – correctly predicted to his family one morning both that there would be a storm and that it would be his last day on earth.


For an ambitious Abdi, it would simply not do. So at seventeen years old – in the dying days of the Ottoman Empire – he moved to post-war İstanbul, to work the boats of the Bosphorus. The Great War, though, had left the people exhausted and their leaders upended. And here, the details I have heard only from my babaanne, who heard it in turn first-hand on her father’s knee. One day, she explains, soon after he arrived in İstanbul – ‘green eyed, black haired, and very handsome’ – he was approached on the street by a carriage, carrying an exiled Egyptian princess. Soon after, he left his job to work for her. Namely – and this part she tells me with a glint in her eye and an odd pride in her voice – he became her gigolo.


As the family saying goes, yemin edebilirim ama ispatlayamam. I can swear on it but I can’t prove it.


From there, her family sponsored Abdi’s education as they hopped around Europe – in Geneva, at a commercial school in Dijon, until somehow, eventually, he was studying political science at a university in 1930s Paris, where his life transformed again. In his Paris ‘milieu’, as my babaanne says, were some of Turkey’s finest minds abroad: Sabahattin Eyüboğlu, the son of a governor and MP, and a famed writer–translator himself; and his brother Bedri Rahmi, abstract painter and poet.* They were artists and thinkers, economists and visionaries: Turkish but Westward-looking; committed republicans; secular if not completely atheist. Though he carried a certain leftist romance, Abdi emerged fully on board with the politics that had animated his country all his adult life.


On Abdi’s return from Paris, he worked as an economist at the Turkish Central Bank in Ankara, the new capital and ground zero of that nation-making programme. Then he moved to a state paper factory – as my babaanne remembers, on the grounds where the factory management lived, there were formal balls, tennis courts, and full, modern plumbing. They bought a summer house in İstanbul. In the early fifties, as Turkey’s one-party system made way for democracy, he tried to run as a candidate for Atatürk’s party, selling all his tea plantations to fund it. He failed but regardless, their place in Turkey’s Westernizing, secular elite was secure.*


My babaanne carried on the torch, outward-looking and committed to progress. Even now, she speaks three languages, and uses Instagram deep into her eighties. She went back to Balıkçılar only once – at twelve years old, she could only stay one night, for it was boring and dirty. Why return to the village after your family had advanced to the city?


Her own marriage was a slightly awkward fit – a rushed affair and a brief elopement to my dede, a dark-skinned boy from Ankara’s squatter districts. He listened to arabesk music, she hated it. He ate döner kebab, she had never tried it before; she wore miniskirts, his conservative older sister pulled her skirts back down over her knees. But they did at least share an outlook: dismissive of religion, admiring of the West, stoutly republican. My dede had originally worked as a translator, taught himself English, before founding his own firm in imports and exports. As my baba remembers, the house of his childhood was one of wild cocktail parties.


It’s a path that puts a different spin on that old Turkish question, nerelisin – ‘where are you from’ – and its underlying logic: that your hometown, even generations removed, shapes who you are. Drinkers are from Edirne; imams are from Konya, et cetera et cetera. Here, what matters is not so much Balıkçılar as the leaving of it. Just as the country Abdi lived in had progressed – from crumbling empire to new republic – so had he, and his daughter and grandson after him. How could he not link the two? What story could be more compelling?


*


The Turkey of my baba’s adolescence, though, was creaking. Already by the time he was twelve, he had lived through two military coups, as generals deemed the country’s politicians unfit to govern. Things spiralled still. In the 1970s, a series of financial crises left the economy reeling. Hazine yetmiş sente muhtaç, as they used to say, ‘a treasury in need of seventy cents.’ There was constant, low-level violence between left and right. My baba’s communist uncle – an alluring, handsome figure who played guitar and passed him the banned poetry of Nazim Hikmet – joined sit-ins in universities across the city. By the end of the decade, daily pitched battles on the streets between militants had claimed thousands of lives.


Uninterested in politics though, it was more everyday scenes that disillusioned my baba. There was the ever-present, demeaning corruption. The head of his youth conservatoire in Ankara – he played piano – was a tuneless butcher from Sivas, the cousin of someone or other important. In the end, it tainted everyone: working as a gofer at his dad’s firm in the summers, my baba was instructed to pay bribes to each export official, calculated by the weight of the packages. He followed his father’s orders – how could he not? – but he hated it all the same. There were more teenage reasons too. Once, I asked him what pushed him away. ‘Freedoms,’ he replied, before a pause, ‘sexual freedoms.’ Turkey, despite all the changes in its first fifty years, was still a conservative place. And at seventeen, he remembers, a neighbour had brought home an English date, and ‘she was the hottest girl I had ever seen.’


Increasingly, his heart – and other organs, no doubt – were set on the UK. At seventeen, he told my dede that if there were a war between Turkey and England, he would fight for the latter. My dede – a proud Turk with a famous temper – made a point so forcefully, jabbing his finger into the table, that it dislocated from the socket.


All across the country over that decade, there are lots of ‘leaving Turkey’ stories. They are tales of opportunity and of gurbet too, of something between homesickness and exile. This was the era when millions of Turks would pack up and go, to the production lines and shopfloors of Berlin, Frankfurt and Amsterdam. Even my road in London now is flanked on one side by a pide salon, and on the other by a social club filled with old Turkish men, seemingly the only place in the city where you can still smoke indoors.


Of course these stories, of Turkish migrants heading out West, might share the same shape, but they each have a different tone: my baba was not escaping the grind of Anatolia; nor was he going to work on the factory floor: he was studying computer engineering. In his case though it did expose an insecurity at the heart of our family thinking, its adherence to republican values, so in awe of the West. As my baba remembers my babaanne saying, whenever they went somewhere nice, ‘This is so lovely . . . it’s not like Turkey at all.’ But why imitate the place, when you can just move there instead?


My hala – my baba’s sister, eighteen years his junior – told me the ‘leaving story’ I find most touching of all, of the years when he had left, and she was just a little girl. Every New Year’s Eve – with the clock striking ever closer to midnight – dede would insist on staying home. Osman, he said, might just come and surprise us. And then what would he do if we had left to go elsewhere? But the minute hand would always catch up to the hour, pointing straight to the Ankara sky – up to the fireworks all over the city – and my baba was never there.


*


My baba rarely came back, for he was not just frustrated by Turkey but embarrassed by it, and by Turks too. If there was nothing wrong with the Atatürk principles – and that was the given of his upbringing – then there must have been something irreparable about the people themselves. In his new world – lost amongst the canals and Midlands accents of Birmingham, where he first moved – he would avoid telling people where he was from. Besides, he didn’t want to be associated with what people thought Turkey was, all tents and camels.


Here then, the family story takes another turn, from Balıkçılar to Ankara to Britain. Our own relationship to Turkey changed with it: one step removed, as if seen through film, muffling the noise, deadening the pain. And a baba determined that that film should grow thicker. In truth, my baba fell in love with the UK as well – and the woman he met in his first week there. Bacon sandwiches; Christmasses with the in-laws; a country so orderly the local council trimmed roadside hedges.


When they married, and then had the three of us, our Turkishness would be lightly worn – not least as he never taught us the language, beyond the phrases for ordering food, or abusing football referees. One reason, I’ve always told myself, was political: that 1970s England can’t have been the easiest place for a young brown man called ‘Osman’, and he wanted his own sons to be as English as possible. It was the choice, as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin said of Britain’s Jews a generation before, to assimilate or to remain forever ‘betwixt-and-between’. But the other reason he didn’t teach us was personal, in the way that the personal is also political: that dads tend to be a lot less involved in raising their children. And that by the time he regretted it, it was already too late.


As I would find out years later, he would squirm on holiday, as we would approach that passport control, and the border officer would see us – Turkish names but utterly silent – and ask my baba, ‘Neden Türkçe konuşmuyorlar?’ ‘Why don’t they speak Turkish?’


*


Things were shifting though. Over my teenage years, there was a new government in Turkey, and they were different. For one, it seemed competent and purposeful – those million-lira notes disappeared, and all of a sudden Turkish money seemed like any other, in sensible notes of fives and tens. But there was something more profound about them, and what they stood for: conservative, overtly religious, to put it bluntly, a threat to the secular establishment my family had known their whole lives.


Elections after elections, referendums, court cases, showdowns with the military, they just kept winning. Before I knew it, first my teens, and then nearly all my twenties had passed, but they were still there, as the stories coming out of Turkey were getting darker and darker still: a failed coup, hundreds of thousands imprisoned, the country with the highest number of journalists in jail anywhere in the world. More specifically, he was still there. As I found myself asked more and more – even by strangers – ‘What do you think of Erdoğan?’ If I bristled at the question, I understood it too. It wasn’t just that he seemed everywhere – striking a deal with the EU over refugees, or launching another incursion into Syria– but that they sensed Turkey, what was happening to it, perhaps had some wider lessons for the rest of the world: how flawed democracies fail, how strong men rise, and whether anything can be done to stem the tide.


The weight of our Turkishness began to pull again. My baba would play ‘Aldırma Gönül’ on the piano – another bit of dad magic, how he could instantly fill the room with music. It was an old leftist anthem from the 1970s, but its lyrics were mournful all the same, written by an imprisoned dissident poet decades ago: Gönül aldırma / Görecekler günler daha var, ‘Don’t mind my heart / there are still more days to see.’ Our visits to our family – all long since relocated to İstanbul – had a different texture too. I remember the warm summer nights of my childhood, the procession of relatives, and the two-kiss greetings with men with stubble like iron filings. But now those long conversations on the terrace – the lights of the city twinkling below us – had a slightly tragic air, like an aristocracy displaced: wealthy but uneasy, baffled, feeling like history was moving against them.


I felt it as well. My interest in Turkish politics had always come in waves, but now – a journalist myself – it had become impossible to ignore. I restarted my forever project, getting to grips with the Turkish language: the reversed word order; the lack of gender; the extendable words. Neşe-len-mey-eceğ-ini, ‘that he/she would not become cheerful’. Parmağ-ın-da-ki, ‘which was on his/her finger’. I read novels. Painfully slowly. I began to – if not exactly move – spend months at a time there. I was removing the film my baba had put over Turkey since I was a boy, to tell some stories of my own.


*


I was interested in the politics – covering the pandemic, economic crises, political dissidents – but I was drawn back as well, not least as so much of Turks’ understanding of what was happening to them seemed to rest on a broader sweep of history, of their stories from the past. Was this merely the silent masses finally being given a voice? Or the erosion of values – and freedoms – that once made Turkey unique? Or its authoritarian tradition re-emerging in a different form? Or all three? Or none at all? Of course politics everywhere is about stories, about carving beginnings, middles and ends out of reality, but in few places did they seem to matter so much.


The stories that follow are not a chronology of Turkey. Crucial things will be missed, or skipped over, or merely alluded to – for this is more mosaic than textbook of Turkey’s first hundred years. But if they share anything – from hats to communists, headscarves to bandits – it is those questions which perhaps come more naturally to someone half-in and half-out: what is Turkey, and who is it for? As such, many of them too will trace the history of that republican project – the one that bound my family for so many years – and its attempts to re-make a country in its image. It is, at points, a tale of the hard hand of the state, and its tensions with a rich and layered society beneath. There is therefore – in the finest tradition of Turkish melancholy – no shortage of tragic heroes either. But many stories too celebrate this place that I have loved, and known, as long as I have known anywhere.


I have travelled across the country and beyond, from the hills of the Black Sea in the north to the banks of the Euphrates down south, from my ancestral village to my second city of İstanbul, and pushing beyond Turkey’s borders, to communities where Turks have lived for centuries. I have spoken to hundreds of people and interviewed dozens. Still, though, this can only ever be a sliver of it. As Nâzim Hikmet wrote – that banned poet whose works my baba used to secretly carry around in his schoolbag – Turkey is bitmez, tükenmez, The Endless Country.










2. On the Cusp of the Republic



1910s, 1920s – İstanbul


[image: Start of image description, A photo shows people holding fire torches at nighttime to celebrate İstanbul’s Republic Day., end of image description]


MY AUNT, MY HALA, IS CELEBRATING THE ONLY WAY SHE knows how. She has excused herself from her diet for the day, and the flat is full of pastries, of simit, of peynirli poğaça and sugar-coated kurabiye. From the kitchen and our eleventh-floor window, I can see flags draped over whole sides of buildings. Multi-storey flags. The deep red, the white crescent, the white star. They are all over the city, hanging off every available horizontal bar, at metro stations, hospitals, municipal buildings, celebrating Cumhuriyet Bayramı, Republic Day. Today is Turkey’s ninety-ninth birthday.


Politicians tweet out their obligatory congratulations, and the government releases a video commemorating the war of independence before a quick cut, suddenly in colour, to President Erdoğan and the message that Turkey is still fighting against external enemies, now trying to sabotage its economy. Suffice to say, this stuff still matters.


We’re in Erenköy, on the Asian side of İstanbul, as the city shoreline starts its south-east slide down the Sea of Marmara. It is a district of broad thoroughfares and yacht clubs, where retired admirals play bridge. Wealthy, and secular to its bones. And a place that clings particularly to the story told on this day of all days, of Atatürk, the founder-father of the nation. After a long breakfast, I walk with my hala towards the sea, past the fishmonger and the seagull he calls Murat, who he feeds spare bread and anchovies. We go to pick up my babaanne, who’s in her mid-eighties but still enjoys a parade. Our pace slows to the rhythm of her walking stick – shuffle, clack, shuffle, clack – and we head all together towards the main road, and the smell of roasting chestnuts.


It looks, frankly, like a football match where only one team has shown up, their fans all in red and waving little plastic red flags. Some wear T-shirts with Atatürk’s face embossed on the front. One small boy, slightly incongruously, is instead dressed head to toe as Captain America – shield, mask and all – but he seems excited nonetheless. Buskers play patriotic classics on old synthesizers; street hawkers sell flag balloons in big bunches, like huge scarlet honeycombs.


They have set up stages along the road – turned over, just for today, to pedestrians – and on them kids play out their choreographed routines, tumbling over each other, before ending their performances with a salute to the crowd. It reminds me of my own baba sixty years ago. As he once told me, on Cumhuriyet Bayramı in Ankara, they would go to watch the military parades, in awe of them, so clean and organized. And warm in the knowledge that one day he too – as every young man must – would wear that olive green and march in step.


As we move towards the main stage in the late afternoon, the DJ cycles through the old nationalist playbook. Revellers sing along to ‘Sarı Saçlım Mavi Gözlüm’, ‘My Blond Haired Blue Eyed One’, almost a love song to Atatürk, longing for his return. Above us, a suspended screen shows images of parades all over the city, then flicks to a soundless history documentary, of black-and-white images of soldiers going over the top, of cannons firing, of Atatürk looking stern.


My babaanne retells the history to me: that a decadent Ottoman Empire collapsed after World War One, and the Great Powers wanted to carve out what was left. ‘The French, the Italians, and I’m sorry to say,’ she continues, with a nod to who I am, ‘the English too.’ It was only Atatürk, through the strength of arms and courage, who roused a nation back to life. In the background, the DJ shouts, ‘We are with you, Atatürk!’ His playlist resets, and plays the ‘10 Yıl Marşı’, a military anthem set to a disco beat, and my babaanne dances along to it, rocking from side to side, twirling her cane in the air. Then she has had enough, and my hala takes her home.


It is a warm October evening, and the light fades quickly. In the dark, some teenagers set off a red flare in the crowd, and the balloons glint a deeper red. There is a chemical smell in the air, and the trace of sweat. At seven o’clock, the local mayor arrives and tells us we are all children of the same republic, ending his speech with ‘Yaşasın Cumhuriyet!’ ‘Long live the republic!’ The crowd cheer, before a sudden, reverent quiet. A bugle plays, and there is a minute silence, followed by those first stirring bars of the ‘İstiklal Marşı’, the national anthem. All face the stage, hands on heart, and start to sing:


‘Korkma, sönmez bu şafak-


larda yüzen al sancak . . .’


‘Fear not, the red banner that ripples in this dawn shall not fade’, it begins. And after a minute, we finish to applause. A woman to my left wipes away a few tears, and dries her mascara with a tissue. My hala always cries too. I – honed elsewhere – cannot think of anything in my upbringing like this: militaristic, celebratory, so focused on one man. It feels a world away from the sombre Remembrance days and paper poppies of school . . . but I feel the shiver of goosebumps up my spine all the same.


*


My own neighbourhood in İstanbul tells a different story, or at least the same story in a different key. It is the next morning a little up the coast in Yeldeğirmeni, a district on a hill by Kadıköy pier, the last point where the Bosphorus seems constrained before it spreads wide into the Sea of Marmara. The pier sits across from the city’s historic Golden Horn, but this is a rainy day in a foggy season. The ferries are cancelled and the Horn, and the rest of Europe just across the water, are invisible.


Yeldeğirmeni is an area of four-storey apartments in faded colours, and a few old wooden houses squeezed between them – falling down, their white slats turned a little ashy from years of street exhausts, like kitchen tiles around an oven. They still retain an old glory though, and purple bougainvillea hangs down from their little balconies. A street hawker sells lemons and garlic, his cart – heaped with yellow – rattling along the cobbled road. He passes walls stamped with graffiti in support of the opposition, in referendums long lost, for this is a district of students, artists, and activists. Later they will pour onto the pavement on the narrow main road – the tables are already waiting – a line of çays and coffees and cigarettes, to the sound of mopeds, plates clanking, and endless, endless chatter. And towards the northern end of all this, almost hidden, are the remains of the world that came before it.


Tucked behind a gate, Ayios Yeorgios is a small Greek Orthodox church, near the crest of Yeldeğirmeni’s hill. I enter, escaping the rain, but it still feels damp and close inside. It is stuffed with golds and silvers, icons, and plastic chandeliers with cheap white lighting. And, this being a Sunday, in one corner by a wooden lectern stands a priest with a white ponytail and black robes, delivering a sermon to an empty room. It is a pauseless, incomprehensible Greek, with the occasional Hallelujah and Maria. He floats between prayer and song, and then a younger priest appears, and they chant a back-and-forth. Close your eyes, and it is as if someone has forgotten to switch off the radio as they’ve left the room.


Slowly, though, a few of the congregation come in, in ones and twos across the morning, until they number just under ten. The younger priest swings incense as he paces the room, and on cues beyond me, they cross their chests, kiss the Bible, and light candles. After hours on my feet, I find a chair to rest, and I am immediately told off for crossing my legs – by Fedon, as he turns out to be called. He has lived here since he was a boy. A small man with an air of mystery, after the service he tells me both that he is retired, and that his job is too confidential to disclose. He has a strong jaw, dark blue eyes, and a certain vanity. As we begin talking, out of nowhere he takes out an iPad to film our ‘interview’. Later, he offers to personally baptize my son.


Though rebuilt in his lifetime, the church, Fedon claims, is on a site that Christians have used for over four hundred years. Now in his seventies, he grew up himself in a Greek-speaking home, and tells me memories of his father, who made icons for all the churches in the area. He remembers his house, full of paints imported from Russia, Romania, and beyond, and the vivid blues that would make the Virgin Mary. His grandad drove a horse-drawn cart owned by the church, ferrying priests around the local Patriarchate. The Christians of Asian İstanbul are a deep-rooted community, from the days that ancient Greeks settled in Chalcedon (now Kadıköy), ‘The City of the Blind’, over two thousand years ago.


But in Yeldeğirmeni, Fedon tells me, now there are no weddings and no baptisms. He couldn’t find enough kids to form a church choir. ‘The sea,’ he explains, ‘is drying up.’ It is a decline that began a little over a century ago, in the years just before the Turkish republic came into being, and the rising of that red banner that will never fade.


*


Jobs in old Yeldeğirmeni, describes the late writer Adnan Giz, were a pretty fixed gig. As he recalls in his memoir, the coffee-shop owner, the confectioner, the helva-maker were all Turkish; the pharmacist and tavern-owner were Greek; the grocer and fishermen were Jewish; an Albanian cooked liver; the stovemaker was Armenian. It was a cosmopolitan and at times tense neighbourhood, but one he loved. He remembers ‘fat David’, whose shop sold the tassels on fezes, and a seventy-year-old Greek barber with a moustache like Kaiser Wilhelm. But his favourite was the Bulgarian milkman, and drinking cacık – yoghurt with cucumber – on warm summer evenings, with a view out to the sea from his marble counter.1


This was a neighbourhood known for its climes and its winds. As Giz writes, the roses climbing up its wooden houses swayed gently to the poyraz, the cool northern wind coming from over Çamlıca Hill, İstanbul’s highest point. It’s a memory that speaks to the deep history of the place, for Yeldeğirmeni means windmill. They had all long since been knocked down by Giz’s time, but the area used to have several, pressed into use for the great Ottoman state. Starting nearly four hundred years ago, this is where the Sultan’s armies and officials would station before heading out east, into Anatolia and beyond, deeper into the Middle East.2 Indeed, at the district’s north-eastern tip, facing out to a dual carriageway, is Ayrılık Çesmesi, the parting fountain, where soldiers left their families before their campaigns abroad. It was Yeldeğirmeni’s mills that provided for the soldiers. Perhaps a legacy of this, walking down its main road now, in just a few hundred metres one passes no less than eight bakeries, the smell of bread rising and ovens firing.


But its more recent story is shaped not by windpower but by rail. For on the corner across from the fountain is a bit of neoclassical central Europe plonked on the Bosphorus shore. I follow the road from the church, even and flat before the hill quickly drops away. And only then, at the bottom of the street, and with Yeldeğirmeni behind you, does it come into view: Haydarpaşa station – a grand old building, the colour of sand, all wide arches and narrow windows. And up on the fifth floor of its facade, a clockface flanked by two turrets looks imposingly out to sea. In summer evenings, they will face down the sunset too, turning a rich orange, as the sun sinks into the Marmara.


First opened in the 1870s, Haydarpaşa was dramatically expanded after a few decades, built to serve as the first terminus in Asia, to take passengers way out east. And so Yeldeğirmeni housed first the station’s builders – Italian and German stonemasons – and then its railway workers. And then all the people washed up by the war that broke out five years after Haydarpaşa was reopened.


*


When war spiralled out of Sarajevo in the summer of 1914, one Turkish writer – a child at the time – would remember his grandmother pointedly asking his father, ‘Why should a war in Europe make any difference to our lives?’3 It was a reasonable question, but the country was under new leadership. Though the Sultan remained ever-present, the Young Turk movement – modernists and soldiers – had seized his government the year before, and were determined to reverse the Empire’s decline. The Ottomans had, after all, been more or less in retreat since 1683.


When the war broke out, they saw an opportunity to regain lost territory and throw off foreign control of the economy. This, they believed, was the only way to save the Empire – still a sprawling thing that stretched from the eastern Balkans, across Anatolia, down to Arabia and to the southern point of the Red Sea. And so they threw in their lot with Germany and Austria-Hungary, and rolled the dice once more.


Seferberlik, mobilization, began in August 1914. As the same writer remembers of his childhood, he first heard the drums of war as he tucked into a silver plate of ice and melon.4 All over the country it was announced by town criers, posters, drums, and church bells. Cosmopolitan districts like Yeldeğirmeni were affected in two ways. Men between twenty-one and thirty were called to enlist, with patrols going house to house to ensure they did, and the threat of capital punishment for those who refused. Christians, meanwhile – and Armenians and Greeks probably made up over half of Yeldeğirmeni – could pay their way out. The exemption came at a heavy cost, and many were forced to sell expensive wares and jewellery to stay home.5


Though officially the Ottomans had mobilized to ensure their security and neutrality, the war machine was whirring. A month later, the government unilaterally abolished foreign concessions, long-hated grants that had given European, Christian traders privileged positions in the Empire. Then, at the end of October, and on the eve of the end of Ramadan, Turkish ships attacked the Russian navy in the Black Sea. The Empire had passed the point of no return. The poet Nâzim Hikmet, who knew Yeldeğirmeni well, describes the soldiers heading out from Haydarpaşa, on trains running by wood-powered engines, smelling of burnt pine, on a railway lined with cherry and olive trees. Out to fight their multi-front war, for an Empire that was vulnerable on nearly all sides. He describes too a character who would become part of Turkish mythology over the next four years, Memetçik, little Mehmet – the Turkish equivalent of the British Tommy, the American GI Joe.


Dört cephe içinde koptu kıyamet. Doomsday on four fronts . . .


Vagonların kırk kişilikse yapısı The cars are made for forty people each,


Seksen Mehmet, yüz Memet yüklü hepisi. But each holds eighty, a hundred Mehmets.


Kilitlenmiş vagoların kapısı. The doors of the cars are all locked.


Tirenler gidiyor Memetçik dolusu. The trains roll on, packed with Mehmets.


Memetçik, Memet, Mehmets, poor Mehmets


Memetçik, Memet. Mehmets, poor Mehmets.6


Memetçik Memet, Memetçik Memet. This is not just Hikmet describing the scene of mobilization, but recreating the sound of it, as troops are shuttled out on Haydarpaşa’s trains. Memetçik Mehmet, as if the clank of wheels on track is calling out to the soldiers themselves. My baba still remembers this part off by heart.


The early signs were not good. In December, way out east, Ottoman troops in summer clothes and bad shoes were dying not just from enemy gunfire but from the cold. And soon Russia began its move deep into eastern Turkey, forcing eventually one million Anatolians to flee west. As Fedon, the Greek Orthodox, would tell me, one side of his own family was part of that wave. They arrived in carriages at Haydarpaşa in 1915, refugees received by the church. Other Christians felt a little more precarious. A suspicion was growing amongst Ottoman high command that Armenians in the east were abetting the Russian, Christian advance.


As winter stretched into the next year, Yeldeğirmeni and İstanbul would face a threat much closer to home: an Allied attack on Çanakkale, at the southern edge of the Marmara, the sea that led eventually right up to Yeldeğirmeni’s shore. Rumours flew around that they would be in the capital soon. The Turkish defence on the beaches of Çanakkale was fierce, and ultimately successful – the beginnings of the fame of a commander, one Mustafa Kemal, and his reputation as the saviour of İstanbul. But it was a painful victory too. At the beautiful Tibbiye medical school just up the hill from Haydarpaşa, every student of the 1915 cohort had signed up to fight, and every one was killed. In 1921, it would have no graduation ceremony at all.7 War was no longer something far away, especially for Yeldeğirmeni, the district on the station’s edge. As Hikmet would famously write: Dağ taş Memet dolu, dağ taş sevkiyat / Gidenler aç susuz, dönenler sakat. Mehmets everywhere, everywhere on the move. / They leave hungry and thirsty, they come back crippled.8


Haydarpaşa would soon witness worse. As the winter of 1915 eased into spring, the season, Hikmet said, when the station smelled of fish and bedbugs.


*


On the night going into 24 April, İstanbul’s Armenians were, according to Bishop Grigoris Balakian, exhausted by Easter celebrations that had ended just a few days earlier. They were, he wrote, ‘snoring a calm sleep’. It was all soon to change. For on the 24th of April, Talat Paşa, one of the three senior leaders of the Young Turks, ordered the arrest of two hundred and fifty Armenian intellectuals, politicians, and men of the church, like Balakian himself.


It was a Sunday, one they would spend ‘terrified and confused’ in a prison in the centre of İstanbul, on the European side. After dusk – and after hearing the call to prayer from a nearby minaret – their names were read out to make sure they were all present. Twenty-four hours in, they were stripped of their belongings by military police, and bussed to the port on the Golden Horn. Amid sobs, they were loaded onto steamship no. 67 – ‘its engines already fired’ – and in thick blackness and on a stormy sea, they crossed the straits to the wharf at Haydarpaşa. There, they were ‘marched out in pairs encircled by hundreds of bayonets.’


After a few hours, they were stuffed into special trains at the station, ready to take them east. As Balakian remembers, ‘The lights went out, the car doors closed, and with the policemen and police soldiers around us, the train started. Slowly we left behind the places where we all had grieving and defenceless mothers, sisters, wives, children, as well as worldly goods.’9


For the rest of İstanbul’s Armenians – for those in Yeldeğirmeni, just minutes away – they knew something momentous was happening, but it would be years until they found out exactly what.


*


For most of İstanbul, the war was felt more in the everyday. A blockade of the straits from early 1915 was beginning to bite, and the city was hungry for bread and for light. Both flour and coal were in short supply. Gasworks closed, the waterworks would only work three days a week, and the capital’s famous steamships barely ferried across the Bosphorus.10 But it was the shortage of food that strained the most. As one survivor put it, ‘The whole world revolved around bread.’ As a child, he was forced instead to resort to eating almond blossom, or the berries from gum trees.11 Dozens of soup kitchens were set up across İstanbul. Adnan Giz, the memoirist from Yeldeğirmeni, recalls the neighbourhood rumour that Celal, a resident of the district and one-time head of the Red Crescent, was feeding İstanbullites not mutton or lamb but donkey.12


And İstanbul, in the absence of food, began to eat itself, a society curdling and embittered. There were fights at bakeries and food riots; ever-increasing prices of sugar, rent and more; and a growing hatred of stockpilers and black-marketeers, harb zengini, accused of profiting from it all. The very cityscape was changing as well. Beykoz, the forest to its north, was chopped and chopped, as wood came to replace coal for fuel. But still İstanbul fell into darkness, and the decay continued. Later, even Haydarpaşa itself was disfigured, the site of a munitions explosion unexplained to this day, its roof aflame, its turrets obscured by smoke.


This was a state fighting an industrial war without industry, increasingly heavy-handed towards its subjects. By the middle of the war, in its desperate attempt to feed the Ottoman war machine – and the hundreds of thousands of Mehmets who made it – the government was squeezing society on an unprecedented scale. In the countryside, officials were forcing labour, seizing animals, requisitioning grain. But the cities were not immune either, and all manner of goods were confiscated to fund the war effort. As one novelist wrote of a requisitioning officer entering a warehouse, barrels of olive oil, bales of wool and cotton would vanish, as if in his hand ‘were the wand of a magician.’13 After Çanakkale, the net for conscription was widened, calling up men both younger and older, and even refugees who had fled war themselves. The losses, though, kept coming. In 1916, Russia would reach far along the Black Sea. By the year’s end, the net would stretch once more, and all exemptions for conscription were lifted: a blow not only for the Christian subjects now called to arms, but the city trades they dominated.


Still, the army could not hold, and began to see deserters by the score. Divisions were often riven with disease, badly clothed, going months without pay, and they had simply had enough. Many too were leaving not because of conditions on the front, but what they heard back home. In villages across Anatolia, many families had lost not only their main breadwinner but their traditional guardian. In their absence, there was a common complaint from women in an increasingly lawless region – ırzımızı paymal ettiler – ‘they trampled our honour’. Women were being raped by the men still left behind. It was a problem that became so widespread that the authorities even introduced a law targeted specifically against it – on pain of capital punishment – but still it continued.14


*


Ayrılık Çesmesi Street is lined with small maple trees, their leaves in October a rusty purple, ready to fall. Stretching up from the fountain at one corner of Yeldeğirmeni, it is the very border of the district. On one side, an inaccessible, ragged old cemetery; and on the other, a row of hundred or so one-, two-storey houses in blues and pastel shades. It seems an İstanbul on another scale, and the road is mostly turned over to stray cats and a few old men.


It is quiet now, but a hundred years ago, this was Paris Mahallesi, Yeldeğirmeni’s very own red-light district. The war years had seen a spectacular rise in prostitution, as women were left destitute, or forced to flee violence. Indeed, the authorities were so worried about the spread of venereal disease amongst soldiers – frengi, as it was known, ‘the French disease’ – that they passed a law obliging the state itself to carry out health inspections of brothels.15 An unusual responsibility, perhaps, for a caliphate. Over the course of the war, four brothels had grown up around the wider area encompassing Yeldeğirmeni, but the locals were not happy, worried about the influence on young daughters of good, honourable families. There was, they complained, the noise every night of the saz, of songs and fights, of shouting and gunshots. Even more scandalously, they said, the women ‘did everything out in the open.’16 So towards the war, the trade packed up and moved to Yeldeğirmeni instead, on the street by the graveyard, and the fountain once built for soldiers saying goodbye to their loved ones before a long campaign.


But the campaigns now were failing. Armies everywhere were losing men at an unsustainable rate, to desertion, disease, death and captivity. In 1917, way down in Ottoman Mesopotamia, was the fall of Baghdad and Tikrit. Despite the respite of the October revolution, and the ending of hostilities with the new Soviet Union, still the Ottomans were overwhelmed, and the British would take Jerusalem before the year was out. By the spring of 1918, Kirkuk had gone too. A vast, centuries-old empire was shrinking by the month. Recruitment became even more desperate. Commanders reported receiving new soldiers who were blind or crippled. Sixteen-year-olds were sent to the front; their mothers would weave vay anam rugs, carpets to mourn the departure of their teenage sons.17


At the start of the war, the Ottoman army boasted eight hundred thousand men; four years on, it was one eighth of that. When the Ottoman ally Bulgaria collapsed in late 1918, the Allies had İstanbul in their sights – they could attack both from the west and the east. Boku yedik, as one of the three leaders of the government reportedly said, ‘We’ve eaten shit.’18 All three of them would resign, a month before fleeing entirely. Their successors wearily would sue for peace, almost four years to the day that the war had started. It had been a devastating, criminal gamble. Nearly three million men had been conscripted to nine different fronts. Almost eight hundred thousand of them had died. And civilians had borne even more, killed and displaced in their millions. They had been impoverished too, in an economy that had shrunk by half. Far away from the trenches of the Western front – from the Somme and from Ypres – practically no country suffered more from the First World War than the peoples of Anatolia.


*


The western edge of Yeldeğirmeni is on the other side from its old red-light district – a ten minutes’ walk over the railway line, past the cafes on the main road, and then down the slopes, almost pushing you on, towards the sea. This is where the neighbourhood meets Kadıköy pier, and the Bosphorus beyond it. A few luckless fishermen stand patiently at the water’s edge, and teenagers hold hands and smoke cigarettes, admiring the view out in front. Across the straits, immediately ahead are the ochre shades of the Aya Sofya, and the delicate kiosks of Topkapı palace. On a clear day, they look like Ottoman miniatures, their lines clean, their size shrunken by the distance. Then, out to the left, is where the Bosphorus breaks free, sprawling out into the Marmara, a vast expanse of sea and sky.


It would have been from here then, in November 1918, that the locals of Yeldeğirmeni would first have seen them coming. A flotilla of fifty warships – British, French, Italian, and Greek – appearing over the horizon, slowly growing larger, coming unmistakeably towards the Bosphorus straits, a great show of steel entering not only the Ottoman capital but the centre of the Islamic world. The armistice had been signed by Ottoman ministers under the impression – though not written in law – that ‘not a single enemy soldier will disembark in our İstanbul’.19 Their objections were brushed away. Marines soon landed at the British Embassy, the central post office, the rail stations in Europe and at Haydarpaşa, and at the three major quays, including Kadıköy itself. They requisitioned buildings and apartments, enthusiastic to finally see this gem in the Orient – the ancient and storied Constantinople – and shocked by the state they found it in, ‘sordid and squalid’.20 This was a society thoroughly bowed and defeated. One memoirist recalls seeing famous Ottoman officers selling lemons on the street.21


And this – the first day of İstanbul’s occupation – pulled at the city’s fabric once more. Muslims stood, stunned and embarrassed. İstanbul’s Christians cheered the Allied ships from the docks. As Giz writes, one resident in Yeldeğirmeni hung a Greek flag from his front door on Duatepe Street. It was, he says, a ‘betrayal’ of the neighbourhood, with fights and scuffles to come.22 Cheap American flour soon returned, but a tense, seething peace had come to Yeldeğirmeni.


The Allies only inflamed divisions further, and not just the French General d’Espèrey riding into İstanbul on a white horse, mimicking – seemingly avenging – Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II and his conquest of the city from Christian Byzantium nearly five hundred years earlier. In early 1919, French and Italian troops arrived in southern Turkey, ready to consolidate their claims, their spheres of interest. In May, along the Aegean, Greek soldiers landed in İzmir. It was a violent declaration of intent – hundreds of Muslims were killed as they took the city.23 More Greek flags were hung by İstanbul’s Orthodox Christians, but Muslim Turkey was aflame, reignited after months of shame and quiet. Just beyond Yeldeğirmeni’s southern border, at the Şehri Emanet municipal building, its cream and blue tiles were shrouded in mourning black. From the balcony, the nationalist Halide Edib Adıvar addressed an audience of twenty thousand in the pouring rain, urging them to resist. ‘Governments are our enemy,’ she said, ‘the people are our friends.’24 And in that resistance, two things were happening. More and more, there were calls to defend not the Ottoman state, but a Turkish, Muslim nation. Secondly, what was changing was a belief in who could rally that defence.


The Sultan, holed up in his palace, had been helpless to prevent the seizure of İstanbul, or the arrival of Allied troops elsewhere – part puppet, part prisoner. Power instead was slipping east, out of İstanbul entirely. A ragtag resistance was forming across Anatolia: old Ottoman commanders and their leftover soldiers, people’s assemblies, bandits. And Mustafa Kemal – that hero of Çanakkale – would soon take his famous boat out of the city to join them.


The legitimacy of the Ottoman government was about to sink even lower. In March 1920, the Allies – despite their divisions – implemented a full military occupation of İstanbul. Hundreds of Turkish nationalists, still in the city, were arrested; more buildings were commandeered; and thousands more Allied troops flooded the capital. One old resident of Yeldeğirmeni shared with me stories handed down from his own grandfather, memories of playing football with colonial Indian soldiers at Haydarpaşa station, and of Scots handing out sweets to local kids. The Allied forces’ general reputation was less wholesome: an increased demand in Paris Mahallesi, the red-light district; and across the straits, on the European side, reports of soldiers openly drinking, brawling, even pulling off the veils of local women.25


It was a humiliation about to be made concrete in law. The Sultan’s representatives – though almost all their demands had been ignored – signed in Sèvres in the summer of 1920 a treaty so infamous that it has its own syndrome, Sevr Sendromu, the belief that foreign powers always have designs on stirring up the country’s divisions, and splitting it into parts.* Thrace – all land west of İstanbul – would go to Greece, including Edirne, the former Ottoman capital, with its magnificent domes and spires. İzmir, the largest city on the Aegean, would vote after five years whether it wanted to join them. Out east, the new Armenia would be vastly expanded, and become home to the ancient Black Sea port of Trabzon. Below it, to the east of the Euphrates, the Kurds would have their own territory under British control. Further south still, all Ottoman Arabia – Aleppo, Mosul, Jerusalem – would be lost. The French and Italians would be given zones of interest all along the southern, Mediterranean coast. The remainder would be the new Turkey, the Ottoman successor state. It would be a nation, in the words of one contemporary commentator, left with the ‘dry interior of a peninsula’26. İstanbul would be Turkish, but its straits were to be internationally managed; the army would be dramatically cut to size; the foreign concessions would be re-imposed; an international commission would have substantial control over Turkish debt and revenues.


When the news of the terms came through to the nationalists, now centred around Ankara way inland, they declared the signatories traitors.


In cosmopolitan neighbourhoods though, even minorities were unsure how to react. The Greek Orthodox of Kadıköy, for example, were notably less fervent in support of Greek expansion than those across the Bosphorus: uncertain that this new political ground was so steady, and unwilling to upset their Muslim neighbours if it wasn’t.27 But for one community, the prospect of a home, of a safe haven, was particularly powerful. Bolsahays, İstanbul’s Armenians, had celebrated the founding of the state, their ‘Infant Armenia’, by hanging out the tricolor of red, blue, and orange. Tentative and defiant, for they felt now just to survive was to resist, as they were still learning – still coming to terms with – what had happened out east during the war.


*


I meet Arto outside his workshop up the hill in Yeldeğirmeni, we exchange the usual greetings and, on learning my family is from Rize, he immediately puts his hands – blackened with grease – up on my face, plants his thumbs by my cheekbones, his fingers on my eyebrows, prises my eyes wide open, and peers into them. To check if I’m really from the Black Sea, he says. ‘Gözler her şeyi söyler’, The eyes tell you everything. He is a mechanic with the side of poet, and sprinkles his Turkish with old, playful rhyming doubles. Kafe mafe, ‘café-schmafe’. Sokak mokak, ‘street-schmeet’. We enter his shop, cramped and made even smaller by his things. We are surrounded by naked engines, spare parts, nails, screws, filling up from the floor, and up the walls too. I perch, increasingly uncomfortably, on a free armrest – the chair itself is stacked with boxes.


Arto is Armenian, ‘softened by the sea’, he says, not like the tough, mountain Armenians far to the east. As we talk, old friends in their sixties and seventies drop by and tell dirty jokes, but slowly he tells me his family story. I ask when they came here to Yeldeğirmeni. ‘1920,’ he replies, an instant one-word reply. At home, he has a censer, an incense carrier, that has the date stamped on its silver cross. His grandmother, he remembers, used to light it every Friday when she prayed. They arrived at Haydarpaşa as darakirs, refugees who came to the city after the war, to share what they had seen.


İstanbul’s Armenians knew of course that something had happened in the depths of Anatolia near the beginning of the war. They knew that leaders like Bishop Balakian had been whisked away on a weekend soon after one Easter. But the press was censored, and ordinary Armenians could not leave or enter the city. So the scale, the brutality of that something was unknown, of the Medz Yeghern, the Great Crime.


They were beginning to find out. That the Young Turk leadership, terrified of losses on the eastern border – and increasingly paranoid about Armenian collaboration with the Russian advance – had decided on a genocidal solution to this ‘Armenian Question’. In the winter of 1915, Armenian soldiers had been disarmed and placed in labour battalions instead to become, in the words of one historian, ‘sitting ducks’.28 Then the scope widened. In early March, where southern Anatolia meets the north-east corner of the Mediterranean sea, Armenians were emptied out of a small town called Dörtyol to little resistance. Soon after, the ancient Armenian communities of Erzurum, Bitlis, Van, and Cilicia were all ordered out, to march away from the front lines.


Before the summer had even begun, local army commanders were then empowered to deport anyone they saw fit, and in provinces not just near the battlefields, but right across Anatolia. Though initially there was no real idea where to send them, gradually the direction was made clear. As Talat Paşa, one of the three leaders of the Young Turks, later said, they can live ‘in the desert but nowhere else’. Many did indeed make it to the sands in the east, to the Syrian provinces of Mosul and Der Zor, only to starve there. Many more found the journey too much: the elderly, the exhausted, the sick, the children left alone on roadsides by heartbroken mothers. And countless convoys were massacred en route, by Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa, secret organizations of Kurdish tribesmen, irregular soldiers, released prisoners, and bandits.


It was doubtless a chaotic policy, but under central, party supervision too. Over a million Armenians were killed, and as many uprooted from their homes. It was a new, twentieth-century violence. By August, Talat could telegraph: ‘The Armenian question in eastern provinces has been resolved.’29


It is not a story that has dominated Arto’s life, but the facts of them he has always known. All the same, he is slightly hesitant to share them. Yapacak hiçbir şey yok, he says, ‘There’s nothing you can do.’ His grandparents lived in Erzurum, far east on the Anatolian plains. His great-uncle was killed, but they managed to flee west, burying gold under a mulberry tree before they went. I ask how his own grandparents survived. ‘I don’t know,’ he says after a pause, ‘I think about that a lot.’


I think about my own büyük anne, my baba’s paternal grandmother. In his words, she was a tiny woman with a huge nose, who made fantastic sucuk sausage from scratch. But there is something else we know about her. At five she was found around the Black Sea, abandoned and alone, by the side of a road after the war, only to be adopted by a local governor. Looking back on it now – though no one said anything while she lived – we suspect she may have been one of Turkey’s many dönme, Armenians who converted or were converted to survive. Arto’s own grandparents, he says, saw such a child on their road to safety as well, but there was nothing they could do to save them.


By the end of the war, the story of the Great Crime was being heard across İstanbul, in tentative whispers and silences perhaps, as survivors poured into the city. Over a thousand of them spent the winter sleeping in Haydarpaşa station itself.30 And thousands more came, each with their own traumas to share, and perhaps desperate for that Armenia, carved out on paper in black and white, to be made real.


But the Treaty of Sèvres – as one contemporary put it – was as fragile as the porcelain that that French town produced.31 Drawing lines on a map was one thing, but in truth much of Anatolia was ungovernable, a land of gang wars and demobbed soldiers. Slowly, too, an unruly resistance was coalescing. A series of commanders – amongst the rump of the Young Turks – were determined to fight back. And they were increasingly dominated from Ankara by that hero from Çanakkale, Mustafa Kemal. First, one general led his army east, crossing into and defeating Armenia, and going as far as Azerbaijan. ‘Infant Armenia’ was swallowed up after less than two years in existence, as the Turkish nationalists agreed with the USSR a new eastern border. Then attacks on the French and Italians in the south sapped their spirit across 1920. By 1921, war-weary and far from home, the two powers gave up on their ambitions for Turkey’s Mediterranean coast. Only Greece, with the encouragement of Britain, was willing to claim its territory promised by Sèvres . . . willing but unable.


After Sèvres, it pushed its troops, cavalry, and warplanes inland from İzmir, taking Bursa, Eskişehir, Afyon, and others, but the momentum was slipping, and its soldiers were tired. After a famous stand in September 1921 at Sakarya – almost at Ankara’s door – the tide turned, and the Turkish nationalists pushed back.* The Greek retreat to the Aegean saw more misery for the people of Anatolia. They burnt down hundreds of homes, and killed thousands of civilians – a near-final spasm of inter-communal violence after almost a decade of war.32


In Yeldeğirmeni – still, as the rest of İstanbul, under occupation – the memoirist Giz remembers his schooldays as the Turkish army fought back, ‘the breeze of victory in the air that even children could sense.’ He describes drawing the King of Greece with his ‘bald head and big ears’, riding a donkey, fleeing a Turkish soldier.33 But regardless of the swings in fortune – battles won here, armies fled there – in Yeldeğirmeni itself, the deprivations of daily life, of near-permanent conflict, continued. Paris Mahallesi, its red-light district, had gained a reputation for danger: violence and murders; red lanterns hanging by dilapidated tin-covered houses; the road turned to mud in the winter. Not a place, it was said, to wander at night.


Amidst the seediness, it would witness a more touching scene too, for the authorities were still responsible for medical check-ups, and the effort to prevent the spread of frengi. The inspections would start, according to one observer, on Thursday mornings. High-class escorts would walk down the hill to the district municipal medical office, shaded by their white umbrellas. But most – the poor, the refugees – would go in large groups, arguing amongst themselves, the sound of their clogs on the cobblestones alerting all of Yeldeğirmeni to their parade. And so the locals would come to watch, leaning out of their windows, spectators with a ‘mix of curiosity and sadness’.34


It was a neighbourhood scarred in other ways too. As in much of İstanbul – crumbled and decaying – big fires would sweep across its wooden homes. In the summer of 1922, Yeldeğirmeni was hit by a patlıcan yangını, an aubergine fire. In the season for fried patlıcan, because of an unlucky wind or a jumpy open flame, a fire broke out from a Greek home, and burned down nearly three hundred houses. As one old Jewish resident told me, the fire reached all the way up to the walls of the synagogue, and then miraculously stopped there.


*


Near the old Paris Mahallesi, on Kır Kahvesi Street, is a little corner of decaying wooden houses. They are from the late nineteenth century, their big bay windows criss-crossed in mesh, in the old Ottoman style, preserving modesty, allowing only those from the inside to look out. Amongst them is possibly the oldest building in Yeldeğirmeni, whose only flaw might be that right at the end of its idyllic little garden are the tracks for an intercontinental railway. Conversation is interrupted every seven minutes by the roar of an engine, the clank of metal on metal, before it recedes into silence once more.


Here lives Osman, a retired officer born in this house nearly ninety years ago, who is not so much hunching as sinking into his body, as old men do. He offers me çay and biscuits, and tells me – and the several stray cats listening in – his family’s part in Yeldeğirmeni’s war story. His father was an officer, and his father before that – an old and upright family of military service, and one that speaks to Yeldeğirmeni’s centuries-long tradition of housing soldiers and their families.


In the late summer of 1922, those pleasant months where the Turkish sun begins to ease, the nationalists had nearly run the Greeks out of Anatolia. In early September, in mosques across Turkey, prayers were read for the success of their national army, before they entered the only city left: İzmir, the old trading hub on the Aegean. Their arrival saw little fightback. Instead, thousands of Greek soldiers and Ottoman Christians lined the docks, desperate for evacuation out to sea.


And here, Osman takes me up the stairs, as the wooden floors creak and groan underneath us. We turn left into his living room and he shows me a flag behind glass, so different from those draped all across the city this weekend. It is handstitched and amateur; its texture thick and heavy; and the star and crescent are a little off, too far to the right, as if made by memory. This, Osman explains, is the flag his grandad hung from this window the moment İzmir was taken. They had been forbidden from hanging Turkish flags during the occupation, but now the mood had decisively shifted. There were flags of red and white, he claims, ‘all over İstanbul in an instant’. But really it was not all of İstanbul, for only around half of the city’s population was Muslim. For the city’s Christians, it was a deeply uneasy time. İzmir was not only a moment of glory and reconquest, but of lynchings, fires, and looting against the Orthodox population. Over two hundred thousand of them fled, in the trail of the defeated Greek army.35


The Turkish nationalists closed in on İstanbul, and began to negotiate with the British, who knew the game was up, about a handover. For the capital’s Christian communities however, the future was unclear, in a city where violence was always possible but, for now, mostly only threatened. Still, something had snapped. İstanbul’s minorities – Greeks, Armenians, and others – started to leave.* Papers were suddenly full of adverts for ferries to Palermo, New York, and elsewhere.36 By March 1923, over three hundred thousand had left – İstanbul’s forever bakers, fishermen, traders, and bar owners.37 Thousand-year-old communities were gone.


When the Turkish military arrived in October – its paşas on horseback, as if to erase the humiliation of occupation – the Greeks and Armenians left were said to wear fezes in deference. It was just one sign of the reversal of things, a little flourish to the diplomatic victory of the summer: the Treaty of Lausanne, to supersede Sèvres, one hundred and forty-one articles that would dramatically expand Turkey’s borders, from Edirne to Van, from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean, and remove almost all limitations, economic and political, on the sovereignty of the new Turkish state. This is the great story celebrated by those historical documentaries, suspended above the crowds on Cumhuriyet Bayramı, the one my babaanne repeats to me too: a post-war treaty overturned by force; Allied plans subverted by Turks, in the words of one observer, ‘few and poor and very courageous.’38


But in truth, this story only looks like victory when told through maps, and the absurd phrase sometimes heard that World War One was lost by the Ottomans and won by Turkey. For the people that lived through it all, more than they ever felt Ottomans or Turks, they were Yeldeğirmenili, or İstanbullu, or İzmirli, or wherever, a part of communities that had been ripped to pieces. And their traumas over the last decade – of the prostitutes of Paris Mahallesi, the Armenian refugees from the east, the crippled soldiers selling lemons on the street – would not be so easily reset. This was how the Turkish nation was born, but it was a birth like any other: out into the light, crying and confused, tender and pink.


It was perhaps most obviously true for the city’s Christians, shrunk to a tiny minority. Lausanne entailed one last seismic shake: an exchange of populations from over Turkey and Greece. One million Greek Orthodox left Anatolia (though İstanbul was exempt); five hundred thousand Muslims came the other way. But it held for the battered Muslim population too. As the poet Hikmet wrote – that famous chronicler of Haydarpaşa station, and the soldiers who shuttled in and out of it – after a decade of conflict, Ha dayan hemşerim, sonuna vardık. ‘Hang in there, brother, the end’s in sight.’39


There would be no great victory for liberated İstanbul either. For the newly empowered Turkish nationalists, the city was now too tainted by its association – its collaboration – with the Sultan and the occupation. ‘A Byzantine whore’, as it was called, insufficiently Turkish. For those paşas and state officials who had lived around Yeldeğirmeni for centuries, there was another uncertainty to come. In October, a resolution was laid down to move the capital four hundred kilometres inland to Ankara, a bleak town on the Anatolian steppes.


*


There is a sense, wandering around Yeldeğirmeni, that this hundred-year-old story feels not so much history as archaeology, buried deep beneath the earth, the changes it wrought so profound, so fundamental, they are now almost impossible to detect. It is partly a tale of who left back then: over that decade the neighbourhood was wrung out, and made unrecognizable from its old self. It was an experience replicated all over, as a cosmopolitan, multi-ethnic empire transformed into a nation-state, mostly Turkish and almost exclusively Muslim. And it is partly a tale of who has come in the generations since: the layers and layers of migrants from within Turkey who have made the district home – the baklava-maker from Gaziantep, the neighbourhood association from Bingöl – so many of their journeys ending at the train station at Yeldeğirmeni’s edge.


But it has left its trace on the few that still live here, on Fedon and Arto, proud Turks who carry a sense of loss nonetheless. Both, in their own lifetimes, have seen the final trickle out of their communities, and point me to houses where their friends once lived: Agop, Daron, and Konstantine, names that speak to another era. ‘Slowly, slowly,’ says Arto, a little cryptically, ‘they made the mothers of this country cry.’ I ask if he celebrated Republic Day over the weekend, and he leaves me with one last rhyme. Bayram mayram, ‘holiday schmoliday’. Nodding to a stack of unfixed machines, he is simply too busy.


Down the road, there is a little street party, and more flags hung off street corners. Some old boys from Yeldeğirmeni are having breakfast, and share some of the district’s thousand baked goods. They are toasting once more to that October day, nearly a hundred years ago. For just weeks after the last Brits had left İstanbul – with a ceremony the Allied general described as ‘a wonderful send-off!’40 – the nationalists in Ankara were already looking ahead. Drafted almost in secret, an amendment was presented to the new assembly. The Turkish state, it declared, was to be a republic. The members voted, not a murmur of dissent, and rose to their feet, chanting, ‘Yaşasın Cumhuriyet!’, the same cry that would be heard all over the city this weekend. Three times they said it, ‘Long Live the Republic!’, their shouts growing louder each time, echoing back and forth across the hall. And a new nation was announced to its people with the thunder of a hundred-and-one-gun salute.41
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