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CHAPTER I

THE CITIES WHERE THE ROAD BEGINS

May 6, 1999

My children are out on the platform, waving their last good-byes. The hand of the rail station’s large clock suddenly lurches forward: it’s time to go. The train pulls me away. The city, with all its noise and light, recedes into the distance. We move through shadowy suburbs, and then into the deep night of the countryside, pierced by fugitive streetlamps. I’m finally on my way. My long Silk Road journey has begun.

As I stare out into space, my nose pressed against the windowpane, my eyes following the fleeting lights, three retirees come alive in our shared compartment. Two are on a long-overdue honeymoon. Thirty-five years and they never found the time. “Business,” the woman—a grocer from Brittany—told me a moment ago, “is time-consuming.” The other woman, traveling solo, already knows the city. She’s back to see the Carnival. In Venice, the season is just getting underway.

I spend a long time in the aisle. I have no desire to talk. In my mind, I’m already out on the road, that incredible road, which has so haunted my dreams. I think about how wise it was to ask my friends not to come out onto the platform with me. Half of them, the ones who are truly upset to see me leave, would have asked me once again: just what is this trip all about? If I were a young man, they would understand: adventure awaits. But when a grown man sets out on a three-thousand-kilometer journey—on foot, with only a pack on his back, in a region reputed to be dangerous—instead of staying home to pamper his peonies in his retirement hideaway in Normandy, it’s completely preposterous. And as for the others, those who admire me for what I’m doing or who are simply envious that I’m taking an extended vacation, their presence would have done little to stiffen my resolve. What if I were to disappoint them?

Gazing out into the dark night, never have I had as many doubts about my ability to complete the journey as at this very moment. This is, though, apparently rather common: grand departures are often accompanied by a little bout of the blues.

I explained and reexplained my reasons to them all a hundred times. I’m sixty-one, an in-between age. My career as a journalist, first covering politics and then economics, ended a year ago. My wife and I had been partners in travel and exploration for twenty-five years; then, ten years ago, my heart was broken when hers stopped beating. My sons have begun to lead their lives as full-grown men. They’ve already experienced the terrifying feeling that, even among others, we are alone. I love them so very much! Together, my sons and I stand before the ocean of life. For the moment, they see nothing but an endless expanse of sea. I, however, have already glimpsed the land where one day I will have to go ashore.

A happy childhood and a somewhat difficult adolescence, then a busy adult life: I’ve lived two productive, full lives. But why must it all end now? What do “those who wish me well” really want? For me to wait around, lifeless and resigned, reading books by the fireside and watching TV from the couch, so that old age can sneak up and grab me by the throat? No, for me, that time has not yet come. I still stubbornly crave fresh encounters, new faces, and new lives. I still dream of the faraway steppe, of wind and rain on my face, of basking in the heat of different suns.

And then, throughout my previous lives, all too often I was on the run. I never found the time, just like the shopkeepers tirelessly chattering the night away in the compartment behind me. I had to secure a position, work, study, and earn my stripes. Constantly driven by farcical needs in the rush of the mob, endlessly running, dashing about, fast and faster still. Throughout all society, this senseless stampede is still gathering speed. In our noisy, urgent foolishness, who among us yet finds the time to step down off the treadmill to greet a stranger? I yearn, in this third life, for slowness and moments of silence. To stop to admire eyes rimmed with kohl, the flash of a woman’s leg, or a misty meadowland immersed in dreams. To eat bread and cheese, sitting in the grass, nose to the wind. And what better way to do this than by going for a walk? The world’s oldest form of transportation is also the one that allows us to connect. The only one, in fact. I’ve had my fill of viewing civilization in boxes and culture grown under glass. My personal museum is to be found in the pathways themselves and in the people traveling them, in village squares, and in a bowl of soup sipped with strangers.

Last year, for my first year in “retirement,” I hiked one of the world’s oldest roads: The Way of St. James of Compostela, from Paris to Galicia. Two thousand three hundred kilometers (1,430 miles) on foot, pack on my back like a donkey. A marvelous road, full of stories and Histories. I wore out my soles—morning in, morning out—on the selfsame stones of a road that has, for twelve centuries, guided millions of pilgrims, sustained by their faith. For seventy-six days, I was one with the landscape that had seen them all go by, I sweltered on the same slopes, smelled the same smells, and, in its churches, stepped on same slabs that had been buffed by the boot nails of their shoes. Although I did not find faith on the road to Compostela, I returned home elated, feeling closer than ever to those who, from the earliest of times, had left their mark along the way. As I neared the end of my journey, drunk on the fragrance of Galicia’s eucalyptus forests, I promised myself that, for as long as my strength would allow, I would continue to walk the world’s pathways. And what path could be more inspiring, more impassioned, more infused with history than the Great Silk Road?

At the end of the road to Compostela, I found my new road. That well-known road of men and civilizations. So it was decided: I would walk the Silk Road, from Venice and ancient Byzantium, all the way to China. One foot in front of the other, taking my time. Since I didn’t want to be endlessly apart from family and friends, from life as it flows along, I decided to tackle the journey in long stages, hiking three or four months each year, that is to say, from two thousand five hundred to three thousand kilometers (1,550 to 1,865 miles) at a time. For the year at hand, 1999, I planned to go from Istanbul to Tehran.

But before strapping my pack on my back in Istanbul, I felt a need to take in the air of Venice—musty though it is—and catch my breath, looking out at the city’s oyster-colored lagoon. Tomorrow morning, I will be in the very city that, over seven centuries ago, saw a young man of fifteen head off to the outer limits of the known world: Marco Polo.

Everyone is fast asleep when I finally slip into my couchette. My gear is here, beside my head. It will be my only companion. I am headed out onto paths of silence and dreams. For the past three months, I have thought only about this. Maps, stopover points, equipment, visas, reading material, clothes, hiking boots. I am hoping to leave as little to chance as possible. This road-before-the-road has, for some time, robbed me of both my nights and my days.

I finally fall asleep, lulled by the soft whoosh of the wheels, my mind filled with visions of caravans advancing across the steppe at the slow, rocking pace of a thousand wooly camels.

The sun is coming up as the train glides silently over the still-sleeping lagoon. At first, only the campaniles break through the soft light of early morn. Then, suddenly, the whole city is upon me. A fairy city, a sorceress city, a city for walkers, a Christian city, a pagan city whose grandeur came from commerce and from, above all, the invention of a form of democracy, albeit quickly snuffed out, it’s true, by the patricians. A major breakthrough since, at the time, it was commonly believed that empires were only established through force.

Venice’s fortunes came by way of the Silk Road. At the start of the thirteenth century, as the age of Byzantium was drawing to a close, the golden age of La Serenissima was just beginning. There were now no limits to the city’s merchants’ desire for ever-greater riches. To conquer new trading posts and establish themselves along new roads, they were in an exceptional position, between the mythical land of China on one hand and the wealthy West on the other, hungry for spices, silk goods, paper, and precious stones. A powerful fleet gave them control of the Mediterranean. One more stroke of good luck: a new route to the East, one that six centuries later would be called “the Silk Road,” was now open. The “Pax Mongolica,” set up by Genghis Khan’s successors, made the route a safe one. Was it not said that a young virgin, bearing a golden cup on her head, could cross the territory from the Caspian to modern-day Korea unafraid for either her virtue or her fortune? On roads built by Alexander the Great and secured by the Tartars, business boomed and fortunes followed, hidden in bundles strapped on the backs of camels and yaks.

To get to know Venice, one option is to take one of the vaporettos of the Grand Canal, but she surrenders herself most readily to those who stroll her shaded side streets. Heading into Venice is like traveling back in time. I get lost in the piazzas, dreaming of one of the first and most amazing adventures that the Silk Road has ever known: that of the Polo Brothers. Perhaps they traversed this very square, built of solid marble and crumbling brick, before venturing out one morning in the year 1260. They set off seeking riches beyond the borders of the known world.

They came back nine years later, having sojourned at the court of the great Kublai Khan. They had convinced the Mongolian emperor that their religion was superior. And so, Kublai gave them safe passage back home. No sooner had they returned than they wanted to head back out, this time to convert the Mongolian barbarians to Catholicism, but also—and chiefly, no doubt—to round out their wealth. They knew what extraordinary riches lay hidden in the Far East. So the two men were back on the road in 1271, accompanied this time by Nicolo’s sixteen-year-old son, whose mother had died. First by sea, and then on horseback: the grand voyage was underway.

It wasn’t until twenty-five years later, in 1295, that the three men finally returned home to Venice. Venetians were dumbfounded. The trio had been presumed dead, and their inheritance had already been divvied up. Marco, who had a talkative streak, told of the splendors he’d seen twelve thousand kilometers away, cities where, he said, there were inhabitants by the milioni, and he bragged that the emperor had given him gold pieces, by the milioni. It all seemed so incredible, so extravagant, that no one took him seriously; and so, in jest, he was given the nickname of Il milione.

As I stroll through the city, I notice how Venice unabashedly celebrates its doges, musicians, painters, and poets. But for Marco, I find nothing. Not a single vicolo, no campo, not the least plaque to call to mind the name of the most famous of all Venetians. Very recently, the city made up for this by renaming its airport Venice Marco Polo: tempting us to other forms of travel. When the house where he lived burned down, just a step or two from the Rialto Bridge, a modest little brick building was rebuilt on the site. But I search in vain, on the piazzetta, for some sign of the most famous of early travelers to the Orient. I keep looking, and finally, yes indeed, I find one: the place itself is called the piazza del . . . Milione.

It’s early May, and tourists are pouring into the city. They walk in circles among the pigeons in St. Mark’s Square, hardly noticing, for the most part, the incredible equilibrium of the place: religious power symbolized by the Basilica, civil power epitomized by the Doge’s Palace. Would we, in the civilizations we live in today, be able to represent that kind of dualistic power so harmoniously? I find myself wandering about, feeling rather giddy, savoring these moments on the eve of a grand departure. I wander through the Museo Correr, whose treasures I had the occasion to admire on an earlier visit. And then I finally explore the maritime museum, which I missed on my previous journey. But the city’s magic that so gripped me on my first visit has somehow worn off; to tell the truth, in my mind, I am already out on the steppe.

The Samsun is a large Turkish ferry providing weekly service between Venice and İzmir. Docked at the wharf, the enormous white ship juts out over the roofs of a city built at sea level. The immense forward gates are wide open, gobbling up a host of powerful German vehicles lined up single file on the wharf, loaded with packages, some even on the roof. They are driven by Turkish workers headed back to their hometowns for the summer, who would never think of simply leaving their cars in garages in Frankfort or Stuttgart. In their home villages, such vehicles provide concrete proof of their success.

I share my cabin with two Armenians headed home with two large Mercedes, bought in France. For the entire three-day voyage, the only time they leave their berths is to eat. They make sure the sink is constantly stocked with a few cans of beer, kept cold by letting the tap run nonstop. I don’t quite get it: why travel so far to pick up a couple cars? The youngest one, who speaks a little slang-laden French, tries to prevent me from coming to the wrong conclusion: don’t get the idea, he tells me, that they’re involved in trafficking cars that have been chouravées (stolen). The next day, as we talk, I discover that he learned to speak our language in the fair city of Lille . . . in one of its prisons, that is.

Slouched in an armchair on a part of the deck where a bar has been set up near the ship’s stern, I try to make out the Croatian coastline, not far off. The war in Kosovo serves up its daily dose of horror. That evening, while we are at dinner, one of the waiters suddenly yells out. We look in the direction he’s pointing: in the night sky, a long trail of fire, followed by a column of smoke, informs us that a missile has just blasted off from one of NATO’s ships on its death mission to Serbia.

On board, I meet three French nationals, white-haired adventurers, like me. Louis, a former industry executive, and Éric, a dentist, are both retirees. Long-time companions, they have been through a thousand adventures, traveling each year with friends, from the Tropics to the high Arctic. This year, they’re cycling a series of stages that should take them from Gaillac—Louis’s home village in the Aveyron department in France—to Jerusalem in the year 2000. They have, at the ready, a treasure trove of colorful anecdotes from their earlier adventures; they have explored half the world but want nothing more than to roam the other half. Their stories bring me back to my own fears. Like all travelers, Louis and Éric remember their journeys solely in terms of the trials, catastrophes, and accidents that toughened them up along the way. As if we could reduce travel to only its troubles and torments, its particular way of putting us through the paces that, later on, makes us laugh all the heartier. The narrative, most often, goes like this: “My travels were amazing, and to prove it, let me tell you about the three times I came this close to dying.” A few years ago, Éric was stricken with a horrific foot infection, picked up while on a train on his way to the Far North. (In my head, I say to myself: I sure hope my own feet hold up.) Another time, the two rascals got lost in the fog on a glacier, such that just one misstep would have sent them to spend the rest of their lives at the bottom of a crevasse. (In my head, I imagine myself lost in the deserts of Central Asia; as for sheer drops, in Anatolia and the Pamirs, I will see a thousand of them. But there’s a difference between their story and mine: I will be alone.)

The other Frenchman, Yvon, a solid, stocky, square-jawed Breton, walks up and down the ship poking about like a veteran seafarer. He spent his entire life working on offshore oil rigs. He, too, has knocked around a lot and wants nothing more than to keep on going. He’s headed to Turkey, to the city of Çorum (cho-room), where he will assume ownership of a sixteen-meter (52-foot) sailboat that he was finally able to buy for himself, realizing the dream for which he slogged away for forty years: to stand at the helm of his own ship. I like this partner in madness who—alone, like me—is going to cross the Mediterranean, then head up the Atlantic to his native Brittany.

Roused by their stories, I talk about my own dream, too: to walk, step by step, from Istanbul to Xi’an—Xi’an, the former imperial Chinese city that became world-famous when a “buried army” was discovered there some years ago by a man digging a well.* Yvon, taciturn like a true Breton, listens to my story without saying a word, but the two others admit that they’re astounded by my plans, a reaction that succeeds in rekindling my own fears. If globetrotters like these consider my trip reckless, then perhaps my own plans should be little less ambitious. Perhaps I should stop acting, head high and heart hopeful, as if I were invulnerable to the wicked ways of the world.

In earlier times, travelers in the Occident were mostly moneyed young men out to sow their wild oats, intent on having a taste of the exotic before settling down into a career, one that was most often prearranged. They had time for themselves. Today, the fact that people live longer and retire at sixty has produced a new generation of adventurers. They have furrowed foreheads, and their hair has turned gray. They are bold, resilient, headstrong, and keen on fulfilling their childhood dreams. Previously, family life, professional obligations, and financial concerns prevented them from actually doing it. Retirement brings freedom.

The Samsun is an ideal place for meeting people. It is also, in its countless nooks and crannies, a haven of solitude. Lying low, I ponder my impending solo trek. I am fairly familiar with the route I will be taking. As for my muscles, I am on my game. But what am I to do with my mind and thoughts during the long, oh so long journey? In what direction will they go? Should I try to keep them under control or allow myself to be carried along by them? Before my departure for Compostela, I drew up a list of questions to guide my thoughts: Who am I today? How did you turn into the man you’ve now become? Did things go the way you planned? Did you maintain course, or, instead, did you betray your dreams? What were the compromises, which of my aspirations were abandoned during the journey? Which stone should I set in place and on which wall should I set it before the final bow? Taking that daunting mathematical calculation—I subtract my pains, multiply my gains, divide the result by my joys and voilà! there is proof positive that I exist—and then applying it foolishly to questions of an ontological nature was, in any case, one of the last vestiges of that cursed habit of ours to attempt to understand everything in terms of an equation. But Compostela changed me. Although I still have a long way to go before I can hope to close in on true wisdom, I am leaving lighter this time, emptier, more undone.

Walking stirs us to dream. It is not very compatible with structured thought. The latter is more at home in contemplation, eyes half-closed, the body resting on a soft cushion of fine sand, lounging about in the shade of the pines. Walking is action, momentum, motion. While the body is hard at work, the mind, constantly solicited by imperceptible variations in the landscape—a passing cloud, a gust of wind, puddles on the path, a rustling wheat field, the purple hue of cherries, the fragrance of cut hay or of flowering mimosas—begins to panic, unable to bear the unrelenting work. So thoughts set about foraging and harvesting; reaping images, sensations, and scents, which are then set aside for later on, when, back at the hive, it will be time to sort through them and give them meaning.

Soothed by the drone of the engines and the gentle to-and-fro of the ship, I could easily doze off, perfectly content. But no, a sense of apprehension suddenly slips in, capitalizing on the empty space that forced inaction has carved out within me. Inevitably, instead of daydreaming, my mind pores over the catalog of a thousand questions to which, just maybe, I will find answers along the way. Will I, by journey’s end, come to know the source of the force compelling me to head out all alone, for three or four months at a time, into the unknown? Although I more or less know why I choose to walk, I have no idea why I choose to get lost while there are so many marked, well-known, and risk-free trails out there, anywhere from the Alps to my own backyard in Normandy. What if this is just some comical attempt to relive my long-lost youth? If my body fails me, I’ll have an answer to that question, at least. The mind may go along with a lie for a while, but it’s much harder for the muscles.

And the solitude that lies ahead, will I manage to defeat its dark valleys and keep its pleasures under control? And above all, will I be able to make the most of it? For this solitude is not the result of fleeing something; I am choosing it freely. It is the blank slate on which I plan to write the next chapter. A garden where I will plant thoughts like flowers—some will be soft as silk and others thorny to the touch—and they will only fully bloom when I return home.

But who says that I will return? I am not so naive as to embark on this adventure without at least giving some thought to my death. Until quite recently, it was enough to simply imagine that one day I might die. Today, I know that I will. Will death allow me to see this journey through? I know that many dangers lie in wait: sickness, accidents, violence. In groups, people support one another, help one another, comfort one another, carry one another. There is room for error, or a momentary weakness. Malfunctions are relative, temporary. For the solo traveler, however, second chances are rare.

Whether I am sitting in a dark corner of one of the bars, standing at the edge of the ship, my elbows resting on the railing, or looking out to sea seated beside an airshaft on the forecastle of the Samsun, these are some of the vague worries that take hold of me, and I do nothing to stop them. I know that as soon as I take my first step out onto the road, they will let go, waiting for a more favorable opportunity to grab hold of me once again later on. And when my little bout of blues, so characteristic of these eves before battle, starts to seem too much, I go rambling around the ship’s passageways and decks for a few new encounters or to rejoin familiar faces.

As night falls, we—the four gray-haired French adventurers—are standing in a row with our noses in the air, gazing up to admire the spectacle of the ship’s passage through the extraordinary Corinth Canal. Its steep walls and narrow channel have drawn everyone out on deck. The ship’s Turkish passengers have already settled back into the habits of home. Conversations resound, teacups parade back and forth. There is little or no alcohol. Those with a taste for strong drink retreat into the two small bars tucked away in the vessel’s side. Alcohol is easier to savor in the scant light seeping in through the portholes.

I am one of the very few foot passengers. All the others, whether alone or in family groups, have brought their car with them onto the Samsun. I talk for a long time with a Turko-Swiss couple going on vacation in the husband’s hometown. He’s a retired engineer who, after attending a Swiss institute of technology as a young man, spent his entire career disfiguring French-speaking Switzerland with roads and bridges. But since childhood, he has had a strong attachment to his hometown. Though the couple resides in Switzerland, he doesn’t let a year go by, not a single summer, without making the trip home.

Yarup, a young businessman who, with his family, started a clothing business in the suburbs of Paris, is taking his car back home for good. With so much competition in France, he decided to rebuild the company’s workshops in Turkey—in his hometown, of course. “For just one person’s salary in France, I can pay ten workers in Turkey,” he explains. He will fly back to Paris for work and to visit his family who has settled down . . . in housing that recreates the feel of a village. In order to stay together, all the brothers and cousins bought apartments in a single building, which they now own from the basement to the rafters.

In İzmir, Yvon, Éric, Louis, and I wish one another the best of luck. That very evening, I board a bus that drops me off early the next morning in Taksim Square, Istanbul’s business district. I make a quick stop in the Turkish bank where I had opened an account while still in Paris. When I walk in, the women at the counter elbow one another, chuckling. They’ve all heard about the slightly madcap Frenchman planning to hike the Silk Road. The risk of being mugged is real. To be on the safe side, I want to avoid carrying large sums. They provide me with a plastic debit card so that, in larger cities, I can use teller machines to withdraw Turkish liras. Can (pronounced like the English John), the bank’s manager, and Mehmet, his assistant, both speak my native language, which they learned in Istanbul’s écoles françaises. Though they are astonished at my endeavor, they are mostly worried. “You are going to need a lot of luck,” Can tells me, shaking my hand as I head out. Words I will often think back on along the way.

I walk across the square and go to have my passport stamped at the French Consulate, just around the corner. If something nasty happens to me, a threat I take seriously, at least the French authorities in Turkey will know who I am and what I was doing. I do not know if it’s the classic pusillanimity often attributed to government employees in their cushy, well-guarded offices, or because they’ve been conditioned by the line of business they’re in, but the consulate’s employees do not mince words in warning me of potential catastrophe. They tell me there’s danger everywhere. According to them, the only hospitable places are along the coast in Turkey’s south popular with tourists, or Cappadocia. And they list off, one by one, all the risks I may face: Turkish drivers, who pose a real threat to pedestrians, as well as thieves, snipers belonging to the PKK party (the Marxist-Leninist Kurdistan Workers’ Party), and of course Kangals, the fearsome shepherd dogs of eastern Turkey. Were I to take these warnings seriously, I would immediately reboard the Samsun and go back the way I came. The only risk a tourist runs in Venice is having to pay too much for a cappuccino.

This is my second trip to Istanbul. Earlier this year, I did some research on the Silk Road and met Stéphane Yerasimos, director of the Center for Anatolian Studies. He compiled, annotated, and prefaced reeditions of several works on the Silk Road, most notably The Description of the World by Marco Polo* and The Voyages of Ibn Battuta.† He also edited the two volumes of Jean-Baptiste Tavernier’s memoirs.‡ Tavernier, a seventeenth-century French trader in precious gems, kept a meticulously detailed journal of his travels through Turkey and Persia. And he took scrupulous notes on the cities and the caravansaries in which he stayed. I will be following, from here to Erzurum, one of his best-chronicled caravan routes. That road, a major thoroughfare for commerce with the Orient, led straight east out of Istanbul and all the way to Armenia, via Erzurum, then turned directly south to Tabriz, in Persia. From there, one branch continued on to Baghdad. The other, skirting the south shore of the Caspian Sea, headed up toward Bukhara, Samarkand, and China. That’s the section that I plan to hike next year.

Before my grand departure, I’ve given myself twenty-four hours. Is it to get a good a running start, or simply to tour the city? I don’t really know. Today, Istanbul is an immense metropolis of 13 million people. It’s the economic and cultural capital of the country, having begrudgingly relinquished the leading role in the political sphere to Ankara. It is still, however, the most European of Turkish cities. In these first few days of May, the city’s weather is mild but wet. I have lunch at the Lades, a restaurant in the Beyoğlu (bay’-oh-lu) district, directly across from the small mosque of Galatasaray. I rehearse what will be the case all along the way: it’s always a good idea to first do a quick tour of the kitchen to check for any questionable cooks. There’s no need to speak Turkish or to know the names of the dishes. I simply point with my famished index finger to a variety of hot and cold meze, which I always enjoy, as well as some eggplant, looking perfectly slow-cooked, another one of my favorites. By the time I take a seat, my food is ready. Turkish chefs, whose cuisine often includes ragout dishes (etli sebze, literally, “vegetables with meat”), are true masters at combining culinary excellence with lightning-fast service.

After lunch, I stroll through the old city. I need to finish breaking in my new hiking boots, which I must have so far only hiked in for at most three hundred kilometers. At the consulate, a secretary warns me about elusive young individuals, fluent in French, who often target tourists traveling alone. They come up to them, in the street or on public transportation, wearing a friendly face. They then offer their victim a drink or pastry laced with some drug. The victim immediately falls asleep, only to wake up later on stripped of all his or her belongings. The “spiked drink” technique is not new. It was often used by bandits to steal from merchants on the Silk Road. The drink was usually laced with tarantula venom, and the merchants never woke up.

In the small streets behind the bazaar, a poor neighborhood where people live in unhygienic conditions, I run little risk of encountering tourists or those who seek to steal from them. I see that some of the old wooden Ottoman-style houses are finally being restored, and none too soon. Until now, the focus has been on monuments only—such as the Topkapı Palace*—and religious buildings. To be sure, Istanbul—or Constantinople, to be exact—did not have a monopoly on the Road and was never but one link in the chain. It was a kind of storehouse with an adjoining tollbooth. On the other hand, Byzantium had political control of all the Mediterranean cities, from Antioch to Alexandria, and each city was a departure point for its own caravan trail. There was not just one, but many Silk routes.

I also have a little time to spend with my friends: Dilara and Rabia, two young women who studied in Istanbul’s écoles françaises and who roll their r’s delightfully when speaking French; and Max, a musician from Paris who came to Istanbul to study, as well as to learn how to play Eastern musical instruments, in particular the Saz. Having lived here for two years, he finds it hard to imagine ever returning to France. The four of us enjoy a wonderful dinner together that feels to me a little like a veillée d’armes: a final evening of camaraderie before I dive head-first into my adventure and the solitude of the long-distance walker. We talk about everything other than my trip. With my departure imminent, the die is cast, and so I’m thankful that my friends choose to talk about something else. Particularly since Rabia informs us that she is going to be married to Rémi, a Frenchman who moved to Istanbul for work. If they decide to tie the knot quickly, I won’t be able to make the wedding.

On the night of May 13 to 14, I sleep very little and rather poorly. I have no need for an alarm clock; I jump out of bed early that morning all on my own. The sun has only begun to rise over the Bosporus and the Golden Horn as I hurry out, pack on my back, into Istanbul’s still-deserted streets. I scurry down the steep thoroughfare linking the İstiklal—the Champs-Élysées of Istanbul—to the port. Along the way, I salute the ancient Galata Tower overlooking the famous bay. And in no time at all, I’m standing on the pier, ready to cross the Bosporus strait, going from Turkey’s European shore to its Asian shore. When I step off the ship, I will be in Asia and at the zero-kilometer mark of my journey. With just under three thousand to go to reach Tehran.

[image: image]

* Translator’s note (TN): in 1974.

* Marco Polo, Le Devisement du monde, Paris: La Découverte, 1998.

† Ibn Battuta, Voyages, 3 volumes, Introduction and notes by Stéphane Yerasimos, Paris: Maspero, 1982.

‡ Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Six voyages en Turquie et en Perse (Six Voyages in Turkey and in Persia), Paris: Maspero, 1981.

* The Turkish and Latin alphabets are very similar. There are, nevertheless, several differences that make Turkish somewhat difficult to transcribe in English, most importantly the dotless i—ı—pronounced like the English schwa (such as the a in about), but with the mouth slightly opened and top and bottom teeth closed. Although one often sees the word spelled Topkapi in English, the Turkish pronunciation of the final letter is different, closer to Tohp’-kah-puh, and is spelled Topkapı. The letter ö is also similar to the English schwa, although it is pronounced with rounded lips. Other tricky transcriptions include: Turkish c is pronounced dj, the ç like ch and cedilla-s, ş, is pronounced sh. Should I transcribe the name of my banker in Turkish as Can, or phonetically, as John? TN: In this English edition, Turkish spellings have been used unless there is a common English equivalent. An approximation of Turkish pronunciation has been provided if it differs considerably from what an English speaker might expect. Tonic accents, if unusual with respect to English, are indicated by an apostrophe following the stressed syllable.


CHAPTER II

THE PHILOSOPHICAL WOODSMAN

The Suhadyne, a small ferry linking the two banks of the Bosporus, scoots away from the European shore and quickly heads out amid a flotilla of fishing boats. At this hour of the morning, there are only a few passengers. One portly fellow avails himself of the ten-minute crossing to catch a few more z’s, his head comfortably propped up by his triple chin. The sun is struggling to break through the mist. On the European side receding into the distance, only a few islands of greenery have survived the unbridled urbanization busily attacking the city from all sides. The novelist Pierre Loti, who was madly in love with Istanbul at a time when it was known simply as “Stamboul,” would probably not appreciate the modern metropolis it has become.

Above us, on the immense suspension bridge linking the two continents, cars and trucks process back and forth like ants to and from an anthill. The bridge is off-limits to pedestrians, so if you want to get from Europe to Asia, you have to get your feet wet. The official explanation is that too many hopeless souls have climbed the bridge’s parapet and jumped off into the Bosporus. In reality, it is because the army, which has guardhouses at both ends of the bridge, is worried that the Kurds might try to sabotage one of the premier symbols of Turkish modernity.

The mosques on the opposite bank, along with the sumptuous Topkapı Palace, have vanished into the mist by the time the ferry lands in Üshküdar. The neighborhood is one gigantic bus depot. This is a simple continuation: it has always been a travelers’ district. In fact, from time immemorial until the early twentieth century, Üshküdar was the gathering place for caravans traveling to Central Asia. When the convoy’s leader determined that enough merchants and animals had arrived to ensure that profits would be worth his efforts and that the convoy would be safe—in general between eight hundred and one thousand animals and one hundred individuals or so—he would give the go-ahead, and the caravan would depart.

And so that’s where I’ve decided to begin to walk, allowing myself, however, a first deviation from the old caravan route. The ancient camel path, which starts in this district on the Asian shore of Istanbul and heads east to Adapazarı, hugging the Sea of Marmara, became a road in the early twentieth century, and then a highway. Hardly interested in starting my trek amid so much engine noise and the foul smell of exhaust fumes, I opt for a detour, following the Bosporus upstream. Although I wish to keep to the route of the caravans, it goes without saying that I’m more interested in honoring its spirit than its exact course. Far be it from me to attempt to do the work of a geographer or historian. Rather, as I go along, I hope to share some of the thoughts, feelings, and perhaps even perils that were part of the everyday life of caravanners and traveling merchants. I expect that it will be in the villages, and not in the cities, that I’ll come closest to the atmosphere, traditions, and way of life of those who once traveled these routes. I therefore intend to avoid major thoroughfares. But in the original stopover points, I’ll make a point of ferreting out any vestiges of the ancient road and especially of the caravansaries, the wayside inns that housed men, merchandise, and animals and provided for their rest, food, and safety.

The road that runs along the Bosporus—a kind of slender canal connecting the Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara—is not a highway; what a pity, though, that it carries just as much traffic as one. I’m straightaway in the mad rush. Turkish drivers are maniacs. Zooming along at top speed, gesturing, honking; zigzagging to avoid potholes when there are some, and zigzagging all the same when there are not: they’re a constant threat. It stems from a general consensus: in this country, pedestrians survive only by categorically recognizing that drivers always have the right-of-way. Last night in Istanbul, I saw an old man get knocked down by a motorist. The driver cursed his victim profusely, and the old man couldn’t seem to come up with anything to say in his own defense. That’s how it is here: drivers reign supreme, so pedestrians are always wrong. Of course, the street is no place for pedestrians. But Istanbul’s narrow and impractical sidewalks are really no better. So, where is one supposed to walk?

For the time being, I’ve decided to walk against the traffic, so I can see danger coming head-on. I slowly press on along a kind of parapet, the base of which is being splashed by waves from the strait. I’m ready to jump into the water should a car come too close. Trucks and cars brush past me, racing by in a roar. It’s forbidden to walk under the two suspension bridges. The first arch is a military zone. Barbed wire and soldiers guard it: stone-faced men, each holding an assault rifle across his chest, one hand near the trigger. Warning signs proclaim: No cameras allowed. I will come across warlike scenes like this a thousand times. Occasionally, the road veers somewhat away from the bank, and in those places, it’s lined by opulent-looking houses protected by walls and warning signs that all walkers recognize without any need for a translation: Beware of the Dog. The residents of these houses must be deaf; the loud rumble of the vehicles is unbearable. On my guard, hemmed in by cars and trucks, I’m not really able to enjoy the scenery. I walk slowly, heedful on this first day of my feet, which seem to be holding up, and of my shoulders, which are starting to burn where the straps of my pack cut into them. All perfectly normal and expected; my skin just needs to thicken a bit.

Yes, I’m carrying a little too much weight. In Paris, I lightened my load ten different times. But how much lighter could I go when the container itself weighs only two kilograms (4.4 pounds) and I’ve got nearly three kilograms (6.6 pounds) of books, documents, and maps to bring? Everything else is small potatoes. Aside from the clothes on my back, I’ve packed two T-shirts and a pair of boxers, an extra pair of socks, and a pair of pants made of very thin, lightweight material to help me cope with the heat. I’ll come to find out—too late, of course—that the fabric is slightly transparent, but when wet from perspiration, it becomes perfectly see-through. So I only wear them in the evening at stopovers. I have a sleeping bag and a bivvy sack as well as an emergency blanket. Pocketknife, toothbrush, and ultralight camera, I weighed everything twice before cinching the straps. But I couldn’t get under twelve kilograms (26.4 pounds), on top of which I must add a two-liter jug of water and a little food: bread, cheese, and fruit. All in all, a total of fifteen kilos (33 pounds).

On the opposite side of the Bosporus, plowed by rumbling cargo ships, the city’s old fortifications are still in good condition. But the view of the strait—its name means “cow-passage”—is worse off with its two suspension bridges and a high-tension power line, which spoil the panorama.

After about fifteen kilometers or so, I have to make a right turn in the village of Paşabahçe (pa-sha-ba’-chuh). There are no road signs anywhere, not even the smallest signpost. No directions for roads, cities, or villages. I will have to ask the locals. At 1:00 p.m., I stop in a small, working-class restaurant, a lokanta. It’s my first opportunity to put my Turkish to use without my Istanbulite interpreters beside me. The result must not be very convincing, since the owner interrupts me with a wave of his hand and goes off to get the dishwasher. The short-statured fellow washes his dishes wearing a two-piece suit, a crisp white shirt, and a tie. He tells me in English that he used to be a math professor in Albania. He hoped to immigrate to France but was denied a visa. He makes much more money here as a dishwasher than he did as a professor back home. After a cup of tea offered by the owner—in Turkey, tea is always included with a meal—I set off again.

Much like an athlete before an important event, I’m very attentive to my body. A small pain in my side, another in my knee, a cramp in my foot, and I start getting worried, although I’m aware that these are, in fact, proof that I’m in shape. On the Samsun, I inspected my feet nearly every day. No concerns at all. But even so, my mind is hardly at ease. After these first few hours on my feet and as I head back out onto the road, I remain vigilant, on the lookout for the least sign of fatigue in my body and especially in my feet, the walker’s most precious possession. In Paris, going over my map, I planned to take it easy for the first few days, doing only short stages. There are only six or seven kilometers to go this afternoon, since I plan on stopping in Gümüşsuyu (gu-mush’-soo-yuh), twenty-five kilometers into the journey. For my first day, that’s a reasonable distance.

But where, oh where is that road on the right? I ask two walkers, who, very kindly, offer to take me there themselves. They lead me a few hundred meters down the road . . . to the bus station. I had, however, been very clear about asking for the road to the village, not the bus. But they would never expect, even for a second, that I would want to walk those seven kilometers! Somewhat to rouse them, I tell them in my rudimentary Turkish that my final destination is Tehran. They are dumbstruck. I’m not really sure whether their stunned incomprehension is because of my limited vocabulary, or because of my plans. I rephrase what I said, and this time, I think they’ve grasped it. Now there’s no doubt whatsoever: they are dealing with a madman. I can read in their eyes such disbelief, combined with pity and mistrust, that I decide to abstain from casually telling people about my undertaking in the future. I set off once again, and as I do, I can feel the weight of their stares on my back.

Having made very little progress, I keep walking in circles. No matter whom I ask, no one has ever heard of the village of Gümüşsuyu. I’m reminded of ventures into Paris’s outlying suburbs, when I was looking for the Rue de la République or the Rue du Président Fallières, which no one, ever, has even heard of. My success rate is headed down the tubes. And then, all of a sudden, there it is, passing between a warehouse and a bottle factory. The road makes a steep climb out of the Bosporus trench. Halfway up, I realize that I’ve lost my pedometer. Too bad. From now on, I’ll just have to estimate the distances I travel. Its little tick-tock mechanism annoyed me anyway whenever I went for jaunts in the countryside. On top of it, it wasn’t very accurate, probably from never having been properly calibrated. It was by no means essential, so good riddance.

On either side of the road, hundreds of single-family houses are going up. Protected behind walls or gates, they are being erected in “compounds” resembling fortified villages; ghettoes turned inside out—islands for the well-off—which, in the United States and Africa, are designed to protect the privileged from the rank and file. Here, like there, the entrance is flanked by a guardhouse, complete with guards. Their outfit, of the same color and cut as that of the police, is designed to scare off troublemakers. Higher up on the hill, one can see the concrete skeletons of towers and high-rise blocks that will soon house ordinary folk. Istanbul’s metropolitan area and surrounding province, home to thirteen million souls today, will grow even more in coming years, and developers are delighted at the prospect.

In various places, the houses remain unfinished. Their owners typically reside on either the first or second floor. Above them, the walls have only been started, concrete pillars with rusty metal arrows pointing up toward the sky. I later find out that this is done on purpose: housing tax is due only when construction is completed. So they are left unfinished.

I finally make it to the top of the long climb. The Bosporus has disappeared. At the summit, along the roadside, there is a büfe run by a little old man and his wife. It’s a modest shop: four wooden stakes covered by a plastic tarp. Beverages are kept cool in a refrigerator hooked up to two wires that illegally tap into lines on a nearby electric utility pole. I drink the first Coca-Cola of my life. What other choice do I have when that’s all there is in the refrigerator, and my two-liter water jug is empty? At 3:30 p.m., I’ve made it to Gümüşsuyu. The village has no hotel. I’m assured that there is one in Polonez, a little burg, ten kilometers down the road. Since I don’t feel the least bit tired, Polonez it is.

It’s only day one, but this is a typical illustration already of what I ran up against in preparing my trip. On the map, I planned out theoretical stages based on the distance to be traveled, the altitude, and the presumed historical interest of the area. But I’m well aware that in Turkish villages, hotel infrastructure is nonexistent. Inns, designed for those traveling in vehicles, are located only along major thoroughfares and are spaced great distances from one another. Having opted to journey through villages, I knew that almost every day would bring its share of surprises.

There are fewer and fewer houses, and I enter a dark forest of fir trees, which progressively give way to more friendly-looking oak trees. The road heads directly east, jumping from one hill to the next, and the view from atop each looks out over a vast expanse of green. Upon arriving in Polonez, I stand confounded before a gate topped with a cross. A Christian cross in Muslim lands? It’s a cemetery and the doors are locked. The Polska hotel is full, but several families open their homes to travelers in exchange for a few shiny coins.

Krisha, a young blond with jade-colored eyes, runs the Lora Pansiyon and offers to provide me with dinner, a bed, and breakfast for ten million Turkish liras. I have to admit that I’m still astonished to see people handling bills in denominations of five million. But in a country where a cup of coffee costs four hundred thousand liras, you soon get used to such fantastic sums, the result of double-digit inflation over many years. Ten million is the equivalent of the modest sum of one hundred and sixty French francs (about US $25). On this first day, I’ve walked thirty-two kilometers (20 miles), ten (6 miles) more than I intended with respect to my hiking schedule. I feel vaguely tired. But it’s already nighttime, and that should take care of it.

A gold cross glimmers around Krisha’s neck. She’s wearing neither scarf nor chador, and her lightweight garment has a chic, yet modest neckline. Never again, throughout my travels in Turkey, will I encounter a woman dressed so freely. She speaks Turkish, but, like almost all the village’s inhabitants, her first language is Polish. She tells me the town’s history. In 1842, the Sultan Abdulmejid, after a war with Russia, granted a group of Polish citizens the right to build a village in a forest belonging to Istanbul. For over a century, they were a community of woodworkers living in isolation from the outside world while maintaining traditions of their homeland. Apart from the Polska hotel, nearly every business in the village has a Polish name. Its inhabitants were formerly all Catholic and spoke the language of their ancestors. Over the past fifteen years or so, however, a few Muslim Turks have begun to move in. The Polish residents have maintained the right to practice their religion. They have their church. But since education became compulsory, Turkish is the only language taught in the village school.

The bed is comfortable, and the half-Turkish, half-Polish breakfast quickly fills me up: bread, tomatoes, cucumbers, a hard-boiled egg, and a very salty fromage blanc.* All washed down with tea, served in little tulip-shaped cups. I already had the opportunity to see how Turks prepare tea, a method that yields a most amazing beverage. I watch Krisha as she prepares mine. She uses a two-stage urn, the çaydanlık (chai-dahn’-luhk), which works on the same principle as the samovar. The large lower level holds the boiling water. The upper level, the demlik (dehm’-leek), contains a large quantity of tea and very little water. The tea is thus kept at the right temperature by the steam from the large vessel. By skillfully operating the two, she can draw tea at the desired strength; but make no mistake, doing so is an art. People drink tea everywhere, at any hour of the day. The tea urn is kept continuously hot, from early morning until bedtime.

The sun is high in the sky when I bid Krisha farewell. With a twinge of regret. I always find it difficult to leave a place where I’ve received a warm welcome. I think about the traders who preceded me, long ago, on these roads. They didn’t have misgivings as I do. For them, what good were the stopovers? Arriving at their destination, finalizing some gainful deals, and then returning home—as quickly as possible and in one piece—were their only concerns.

Will the second stage be difficult? My muscles are sore from the distance I covered yesterday. But the day is bright, and before too long they start to warm up. I cheerfully head out onto a road as straight as if a saber had sliced a path through the oak-covered hills. Once again, as a precaution, I walk on the left, but the traffic is lighter than yesterday. The cars, which are considerably fewer than the trucks, are visible from a distance, since their sound is amplified in the tree-lined passageway. Drivers make it known how surprised they are to see a hiker, especially one loaded down like a donkey. Most of them slow down and wave, which I take as a sign of friendship, and so I wave back. Others, less frequently, authoritatively motion me to walk on the berm, furious that a lowly pedestrian would dare encroach on their turf. They make no attempt to move over and give me some room. Since I don’t want to go head-to-head with machines weighing ten or twenty tons, I politely move aside. During the day, several trucks coming toward me slow down and indicate that they’d be happy to give me a ride. Two privately owned cars stop and invite me to get in. I decline the invitation each time with a smile. I’m not about to forego the pleasure of hiking along what has been, for several months now, the road of my dreams! I come upon three men on horseback. Farther down the road, an elderly countryman with a white mustache and a black hat is rolling along, slumped in his seat, in a cart pulled by his son. We say hello to one another: we are the slow ones, the meanderers, those who lag behind. The father and son are clearly consumed with curiosity but are not so bold as to stop to find out more. As for me, my Turkish is so minimal that, at least for now, I avoid initiating any conversations.

After two hours on the road, my muscles have warmed up to the extent that I don’t even think about them, but my thighs and buttocks now sting where my pack rubs against them. I still have too much fat in all the wrong places. I’m used to giving my body time to adjust to the conditions I impose on it, and I can typically tolerate some pain without a fuss. If I drop a few more kilograms and pick up a few more kilometers, my hide will toughen up all by itself. Even so, I anticipate a difficult first week. Then, after the stress of the first few days, my body will adjust. My long-distance walking muscles are not yet performing at the level I will soon require of them. Before they let me forget about them, my feet will have to struggle with my boots; my shoulders, hips, and back will have to endure the battering from my pack; and my thighs and buttocks will have to suffer a little. A day like yesterday amounts to nearly forty-five thousand steps and just as much rubbing. We lead sedentary lives, and so, at the outset, our skin isn’t ready for such physical demands. Mine is going to have to get used to it. The pleasures of walking are never simply ours for the taking. They have to be earned, and that means abiding by a few simple rules. Initially, the human body is caught unawares. You must therefore, as gently as possible, help it become attuned to sustained activity. Going too quickly at first only results in pain, stiffness, and injuries, and those will take much longer to heal, since, each day, the hard work begins anew. Our ability to gauge the right level comes from within, in all our fibers and joints. But although it is weak over the first few days, our body doesn’t simply accept our inabilities. It doesn’t just whine: it sets about making repairs and begins working harder. Is a particular muscle atrophied, shriveled, or starving? Then the body will nourish it, smooth it out, and oxygenate it until it reaches a level of equilibrium. When such a state is finally achieved, the body blossoms and there’s a sense of physical fulfillment. Hiking creates and instills harmony.

Back in Paris, I had planned that, on the second day, I would stop in the village of Sırapınar, after a short, eighteen-kilometer jaunt. But with yesterday’s ten extra kilometers, my schedule has shifted, so I get there by noon. Heading out of the village, I spot a restaurant where a few tables have been set out under the oak trees. A fire pit promises tasty grilled meats. I walk over to take a seat, but before I can, the manager, thinking I look rather strange, intercepts me and leads me to a table far away from his other customers.

There’s no question that—with my red backpack, my blue, wide-brimmed canvas hats, my misshapen vest with pockets full of everything but the kitchen sink, and my shorts with gusseted pockets—my outward appearance is, to say the least, out-of-the-ordinary. My unusual look, almost shocking in a country where less-than-careful attention to one’s dress is frowned upon, is exacerbated by the fact that I hold a walking stick. I carved it yesterday upon entering the forest from a branch of hazelwood. I carry it not so much for walking, but to help protect me from dogs—every hiker’s worst nightmare. And in Turkey, people have told me a great deal about Kangals, a breed of ferocious dog popular among shepherds, who use them to protect their flocks from wolves and bears. The customers seated at this outdoor restaurant all seem to be sporting the same uniform: dark pants and a white shirt, and most are wearing a tie. The more venturesome—in anticipation of the summer, which has yet to begin, and given today’s glorious sunshine—have put on short-sleeved shirts. These fine people like conventionality, normalcy, conformity. Each one has a car parked in the shade of the lot next door. Since I don’t, some of them look over at me inquisitively, others in disapproval.

As I finish eating some lamb ribs roasted to perfection, the manager, having softened up, comes over to talk. I saw him in conversation with several of his customers who were looking me over indiscreetly. They must have asked him about me, and he wants to be able to satisfy their curiosity. I delight in taking revenge for his initial disdain by pretending not to understand his questions. In reality, the few words that he pronounces, such as “Nerede?” (Where from?) or “Nereye?” (Where?) are quite clear. But he will not know where I come from or where I’m headed. I later regain my ability to speak Turkish to ask whether, in the villages I show him on the map, there are any hotels. “Yes,” he says, “in Kömürlük.”

My stomach full, I strap my gear back on and leave behind the busy Istanbul-Şile (shee’-lay) Road that I had taken for seven or eight kilometers (4 miles). Almost immediately, even though there’s no signpost, I find the small dirt road that disappears into the forest, heading east. Spotting an inconspicuous grassy area, I go over and lie down, out of view. What a relief it is to unload my pack, since not only are the straps slicing into my back but, due to the sweat, the back-and-forth of the wide waist belt is chafing my hips. The hot spot I felt before breakfast is now a much more precise pain, my muscles having cooled down during the break. A quick check reveals that the top layers of the epidermis are gone. The skin is red and stings. After an hour-long nap, I set off again. My hips hurt, but by adjusting the tightness of the straps, I’m able to prevent any rubbing on the sensitive spots.

I head down a hill with a bird’s-eye view of an ocean of dark thickets when, farther down, an army jeep suddenly emerges from a side road. It begins to take the road off to its right, but then comes to a sudden stop. I see the occupants’ faces turned toward me. Everything I have read and everything people have told me over the past few months, the numerous army zones and barracks that I saw on my way out of Istanbul: it all reinforces the idea that the Turkish army is indeed very powerful, even omnipresent. I was told not to be surprised if soldiers were to prevent me from traveling certain roads, and if I were frequently stopped and asked for my papers.

The jeep’s engine goes silent. The passenger riding shotgun steps out and takes up position at the front of the vehicle, just to the right of the hood, eyeing me all the while. From the position of his arms, I can tell that his weapon is aimed in my direction. His finger is no doubt on the trigger. A false move on my part, and he has only to raise his machine gun slightly to have me in his line of sight. I do my best to look as relaxed as possible, which probably robs me of whatever remaining naturalness I have left. There are six of them, their faces tense. I try to smile, but it probably appears strained. Ever so cautiously, I head toward the other side of the road, preparing to walk past the soldiers at a distance, when suddenly, one of them, seated behind the driver, opens his door and motions me to come over. He’s the only one not wearing a helmet, and he has a pistol on his belt. The men are all in camouflage. They each hold either a machine gun or an assault rifle. I cross back to the other side of the road. The commander, cold as ice, howls, “kimlik!” (papers), and then, since I’m obviously a foreigner, he adds another, more international word, “pasaport.” I take it from my pocket and hand it to him.

One of the soldiers asks, “Do you speak English?” “Yes,” I answer and begin to explain where I’m from. But that one question was apparently all the English he knows. He doesn’t catch a single word of my reply. It’s up to me, then, to call upon the full extent of my Turkish. “I am French,” I declare in the language of Atatürk, “and I am walking along the Silk Road from Istanbul to Erzurum.” Surprise replaces suspicion. Where did I start this morning? Where am I going this evening? They want to know everything. “Polonez, Kömürlük.” They know these places, and that reassures them. Finally, when the commanding officer reads on my passport that I live in Paris, he beams a broad smile. One of the soldiers, swooning, repeats “Pa-ree, Pa-ree.” The soldier positioned to the right of the jeep’s hood lowers his weapon and, without waiting for a word from his commander, climbs back inside the vehicle. In the rear, obeying a gesture from the officer, a soldier scoots over. Pointing to the open spot, they invite me to hop in. They’re heading to Kömürlük. I decline the invitation with a wide grin: “Thanks! But I’ll walk!”
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“A journey with heart.”—The New York Times
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