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			A Note from the Editor

			After the alleged coup attempt on July 15, 2016, tens of thousands of people have been dismissed from their jobs and many of them have been arrested on the grounds that they were members of the Hizmet Movement, a grassroots movement that emphasizes tolerance, interfaith dialogue, and education. These people have little to no hope to survive in this grueling atmosphere in Turkey and, as they are banned to travel, they have no other choice but flee the country by crossing the borders via dangerous routes at the risk of losing their lives. Many have not survived this journey to freedom, drowned in the Mediterranean, or successfully made it out but still remain separated from their families. 

			The following accounts are based upon true stories, however names and places have been changed for the safety of the victims’ family. 

			We would like to thank everyone who has contributed to this book. Our sole wish is that the injustice, lawlessness, and victimization that many have been suffering from will come to an end as soon as possible via the reestablishment of rule of law. 

		

	
		
			About the Hizmet Movement 

			Hizmet is a transnational civil society initiative that advocates for the ideals of human rights, equal opportunity, democracy, non-violence, and the emphatic acceptance of religious and cultural diversity. It began in Turkey as a grassroots community in the 1970s in the context of social challenges being faced at the time: violent conflict among ideologically and politically driven youth, desperate economic conditions, and decades of state-imposed ideology of discrimination which mandated a particular lifestyle. 

			Over the years, Hizmet has transformed from a grassroots community in Turkey to a wider global effort with participants from all walks of life. Their work is centered upon, promoting philanthropy and community service, investing in education in order to cultivate virtuous individuals, organizing intercultural and interfaith dialogue events to promote a more peaceful coexistence.

			Hizmet participants are inspired by the ideas and example of Fethullah Gülen, a Muslim scholar who has expressed the belief that serving fellow humans is serving God. 

			For more information: www.afsv.org 

			Editor’s note on AST and APH Project 

			APH Project – The Project of Recording and Documenting the Persecution of Hizmet Movement

			Advocates of Silenced Turkey (AST) is a non-governmental organization that runs its activities on a voluntary basis. The aim of AST is to bring before international public opinion the human rights violations including torture and the unlawful court trials and proceedings, which have been encountered in Turkey for the last two years. After the coup attempt of July 15, 2016, more than 160,000 innocent people lost their jobs in both the public and private sectors, with accusations and unjust convictions of being connected with the coup attempt. The State of Emergency, which was announced on July 20, 2016, gave the state unchecked authority in the disguise of combatting terrorism to persecute thousands without accountability and to undermine the fundamental principles of a democratic society and the most basic principles of universal human rights and values such as freedom of expression and freedom of press. Today, tens of thousands of highly qualified professionals including military officers, members of the judiciary, doctors, teachers, journalists, and academics, and more than 16,000 women and nearly 900 children, have been detained and imprisoned in Turkey for bogus terrorism charges.

			As Advocates of Silenced Turkey, we engage in a number of activities in order not to keep silent about the injustices that have been taking place in in Turkey where rule of law has been suspended for a long time. 

			The project of recording and documenting the testimonies of victims aims to shed light on the injustices suffered by thousands of people in Turkey. Our volunteers have interviewed and transcribed hundreds of victims and thanks to their efforts, the victimizations and hardships that the victims experienced are now being preserved in both spoken and written forms. The main purpose of this project is to ensure that these tragic stories are not allowed to fade into oblivion and recorded accurately and impartially to leave firsthand sources for future generations. We also aim to bring this persecution to the attention of academics, media organizations, human rights associations, prominent community leaders and government representatives at the international level. 

			Each story in this book is the compilation of real-life stories encountered by real victims whose real names and details of events have not been revealed for the safety of their family in Turkey. We would like to thank everyone who made tireless and valuable contributions to this work. We wish Turkey will soon transform to a democratic society in which fundamental values like universal human rights and rule of law are duly observed. 
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			Preface

			How enchanting are you, o visage of freedom,

			We are free of captivity, yet captivated by your love.

			Namik Kemal

			We are all travelers towards an unknown... We’ve fallen in love with an ideal that gives a promise of the eternal. An ideal that will reveal the unknown and enlighten the uncertain... An ideal that is sacred like the bread, valued like a promise, indispensable like freedom.

			Every person is on a journey that is unique to themselves... But an ideal that is so great, a dream that is so boundless brings with it a journey that is far from easy.  It brings with it a path that is ridden with deep pitfalls... A journey that is washed with floods and blocked by avalanches... A journey with no refreshing breeze... A path that is ruled by thunderstorms... 	

			In the middle of this endless wilderness, we have no choice but to keep on moving forward...  be it on foot... even barefoot maybe... walking over burning sand... 

			Be it on horse... bareback and unsaddled maybe... we have no choice but to gallop on, day and night, until we reach our destination... 

			Be it by plane... all alone, with no mother, no father by our side maybe... we have no choice but to cross over countries and continents, doing our best to hide our tears... 

			Be it inside a travel bag... uncomfortable as it may be... we have no choice but to cross over borders with the hushed silence of a baby, oblivious to all that is happening around us, just so that we may be able to say, “Yes, the world is my home.”

			Roads turn into roads... minutes turn into hours... lives grow old... yet the state of a traveler, the nature of a voyager does not change. Ever so real, ever so fresh, just like the first day...

			Each one of us holds a special role in this “journey” scenario... Be it by force, or by favor, we all take up our positions on the stage of life. 

			Heroes of the stories in this book were given the role to walk a rainy stage, on a snowy path against the bitter wind. With the strength they gathered from being a mother or father, from being individuals with dignity, they were able to do justice to and make the most of her scene. They are now on the verge of yet another tough journey as they set out to enlighten the “uncertain” lying ahead…

		

	
		
			Chapter One: 
THE BABY IN THE TRAVEL BAG

			Dr. Rana

			Hardworking and smart, I was the only child of a low-income Anatolian family. My father, even as he struggled to make ends meet with the salary of a civil servant, was nonetheless very supportive of my ideals of receiving an education. I attended a High School of Sciences where I was a boarding student. Then, I moved on to attend one of the most prestigious schools of medicine in Turkey. I was able to complete my education thanks to the scholarships that I had been awarded while staying in a dormitory, as well as the great sacrifices my family endured for my sake despite their already limited means.

			I was introduced to the Hizmet Movement when I was at university. During those years, I volunteered to tutor and mentor high school students. Later on, during the time I was working as an assistant at the university, I would do my best to be supportive and helpful for the next generations who were going down the same path that I had previously traveled. 

			I met my future husband two years before graduation. He had also devoted himself to the Hizmet Movement, however, we had not been introduced to each other through the Movement. We were actually both students in the same department and our paths ended up crossing at one point. Right after graduation, my husband (who, at the time, was my fiancé) went back to his hometown for mandatory military service. At that point I also decided to go back to my hometown for a bit since I had been away from my family for years. I wanted to live with my family for a while and feel their presence close by me. 

			Two years later, after my husband-to-be had selected his specialty and settled in Ankara, we got married. The same year, I started my PhD studies in September 2011. Though my husband and I were both part of an academic circle of, I can say that we were far from working with the genuinely intellectual people that we would have expected. People would smile to each other and greet one another when met face to face but would start gossiping about one another the minute they turned their backs. They would also argue over the most basic things. This prompted us to keep our distance from them and to also remain quiet about our love for the Hizmet Movement. As a matter of fact, the pressure the government would shortly start to place on Hizmet people later proved how wise our decision had been. We continually distanced ourselves from others even more as pressure increased over time. 

			I had a very close friend, named Fidan, who was also married. Fidan and her husband were the only couple we would meet with on a regular basis. They were doctors like us, and we shared the same thoughts and feelings about the Hizmet Movement and, interestingly, had both gotten married around the same time. We were both trying to conceive a child and were receiving medical care to assist with conception. It seemed as if we were companions in a shared destiny. Unknown to us at the time, our destinies would become very shared in the near, and very dark, future.  

			THE COUP THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

			On July 15th, 2016, there was a coup attempt in Turkey. The government immediately blamed the Hizmet Movement and its volunteers. However, the coup took place right after Eid and, like all regular citizens, the people who were being accused of staging the coup were either away visiting family in their hometowns or – like us – on vacation. No one even bothered asking the question “Well, if these people were truly planning on staging a coup, why didn’t they stay in the cities they lived in and take active part in carrying out the planned coup?” The accusations were without any sort of factual basis.

			It was precisely during this time that my husband and I were vacationing at a hotel in a coastal town on the Mediterranean. We were scheduled to return to Ankara the next day to go back to our jobs, and we were hanging out chatting in the hotel lobby, enjoying our last night of vacation. I remember the television running in the background, but we were so immersed in our own conversation that we weren’t even paying attention to what was on... We had no idea as to what was happening until 11 o’clock that night when we received a phone call from a friend in Ankara. As we spoke on the phone, there was the sound of jet fighters in the background coming from her end of the phone. Interestingly, she too hadn’t heard anything about the coup attempt. As we continued to converse, the sounds got louder and louder. Confused, we finally had to hang up because we couldn’t hear each other over the noise.   

			We started getting really worried and feared that something serious was happening. We turned around to tune in to the television behind us. The TV channels were talking about something related to a coup; there were jets racing through the skies, there was some news about the Parliament building being bombed – personally, as God is my witness – I worryingly thought to myself, “I bet it’s some dispute with some foreign country and they’ve opened fire.” After a while, because we were going to be hitting the road early the next morning, we went up to our room to get some sleep. 

			We drove back to Ankara the following morning; however, we could only enter the city via alternate routes since the government had blocked off all the main roads. Of course, we were still not fully aware of the gravity of the situation. We were, however, going to become quite aware a couple of days later when we returned to work.  On my first day back, my PhD professor received a notice for his dismissal. I cannot forget that day when an armful of yellow envelopes arrived at the department. The people whose names were written on those envelopes learned later that they had just been suspended. Eventually, all those individuals were dismissed from their jobs. This incident shook our department like a bomb.

			 “Serves him right!” the people remarked about my professor after he had been sent away. Whereas just prior to him being taken away like that, he had been loved and respected by all, known throughout the department to be a professor who did his job well, a man who everyone wanted to work with. Like I mentioned before, our department was full of characterless individuals that started gossiping about him before he even had a chance to exit the room. In the following days, there was an air of distrust hanging over our department, and tensions kept increasing by the minute as everyone looked at one another with suspicion, viewing each other as potential informants. In fact, professors from other departments were even sending their assistants over to me to try and pry out any kind of information that they could. 

			BEING MADE TO PAY THE PRICE FOR THE COUP!  

			The following year passed by with us watching in desperation as scores of innocent Hizmet Movement members were arrested one by one, killed through torture, and left to suffer through dire conditions physically, financially, and psychologically. Nevertheless, our own lives trudged on, and even though we were upset and dispirited, we kept going to work and doing our jobs as was necessary. The gravity of 2016 turned out to be a preview, however, of how tough the coming year was going to be.

			Despite everything, 2017 did bring us something beautiful – our first baby. It was the beginning of August when our baby came into this world. The treatments had proved fruitful, and our Lord had, in the end, blessed us with a child. As happy as I was about this, a part of me was very upset for my friend Fidan. She had gone through the same treatments as us and was not able to bear any children. 

			I was more or less over the initial postpartum exhaustion by the time our baby was 40 days old and I thought it would be a good idea to introduce our family to our new baby. And so we traveled to our hometown where we visited with family for a couple of days. Afterwards, my husband went back to Ankara for his job while the baby and I stayed behind for a while longer. That was our initial plan, at least.

			At home, we had a note by our front door that read: “Attention! Our baby is sleeping, please do not ring the doorbell.” This meant that our doorbell had not been rung since our baby arrived. However, the morning after my husband made it back home, he was awakened by the endless ringing of our doorbell, which to him was quite a shock. He was shocked again to notice a group of police officers asking for my whereabouts when he opened the door!

			Being arrested is one thing, but even just the fact that your home is raided by police and searched inside out is in itself so offensive and embarrassing. Just imagine, complete strangers come in and pillage every single corner of your private residence without showing any respect to your privacy and accuse you for actions you did not commit. Thank God that at least when my husband excused himself to go into the study to get dressed, he was able to think to hide away our passports.

			There was a lady we attended religious study circles with, and, who knows, maybe it was because she was forced into it and maybe she felt she had no other choice — I don’t know what the reason was — but it was her that reported me and my close friend Fidan to the police. My husband didn’t tell me about this at the time, but he had spoken about it to my mother. But, he did call me up to say, “If for some reason they issue a search warrant for you, you need to give power of attorney to a lawyer ahead of time, just in case.” He thought he had come up with a plan in case I were to get caught, but how was he to know that this would also be the plan that would drive me right into trouble.

			I hadn’t quite understood why my husband was asking me to get a power-of-attorney. We were already feeling suffocated by the country’s current agenda, and we were making preparations to exit the country – legally – in the near future, so why the sudden need for a power-of-attorney now? Still, I did not insist otherwise, and my mother and I found ourselves at the notary. We went to the notary for a quick power-of-attorney procedure, however the process ended up becoming very odd. They started asking me all sorts of irrelevant questions. I started thinking to myself, “Isn’t this taking a bit too long? No, no, stop worrying for nothing. This is a comprehensive power-of-attorney you’re going after, it’s completely normal for it to take this long.” Just then, the young gentleman standing next to me caught my attention. I turned towards him, and we made eye contact. “Are you Mrs. Rana?” he asked. “Yes, but..,” I started saying… as his cold words cut me off.  “There is a search warrant for you. I have orders to take you away.”  I froze — I had absolutely no idea how I should respond. For a split second, I looked behind me towards the door, and there stood a group of civil police who had come to take me. The young police officer started interrogating me as we stood there: “Why do you think there is a search warrant for you?” “I have no idea” I said. “I’ve never had any problems with anyone to this day.” Just at that moment, one of the assistants at the university hospital crossed my mind. After my professor was dismissed, she was constantly picking on me. She grilled, pressured, and harassed me many times and mockingly asked things like, “Admit it, are you one of them? Are you a FETO member?!”

			My baby was crying incessantly while the police stood there waiting to take me in. My mother was looking around with terror in her eyes, and the people standing nearby were watching us with curiosity. I was in a state of indescribable and absolute shock. I had no choice but to do as I was told. 

			Because the report had been issued in Ankara, they told me that my testimony would be taken by the public prosecutor there. However, because the prosecutor did not accept SEGBIS (Audio-Visual Information System), it was decided that I would be physically transferred to Ankara. My husband and my mother were there to accompany me – that is, they followed behind the police car that was taking me. There were three police officers, one of which was a woman. The local prosecutor was, thanks to God, conscientious enough to let me ride without being cuffed. In fact, he had even given the orders, “Let her nurse her baby whenever she wishes to.” 

			It was a three-and-a-half-hour drive to Ankara, and I was being taken in a vehicle which traveled with no consideration of the traffic codes whatsoever. I was constantly looking back to see the car that my husband was following us in. So long as I could see him coming behind us, I felt I was safe. 

			We stopped once to nurse my baby. We were now pretty close to Ankara when we stopped at a nearby rest area and the police told me to eat something. They were probably thinking that I should eat and not be hungry in case I was arrested later on. My husband and I sat at a table while they sat at another table close by. 

			My husband was trying to comfort me, but I could see the terror in his eyes. “Don’t be upset,” he said. “We have the law and justice on our side, you have a tiny baby, they won’t arrest you.” He told me he would get a lawyer and that I needn’t worry. Even as he was telling me not to worry, he was so worried himself that I couldn’t relax either. He was speaking to me as though we were bidding farewell. As we got back on the road, I thought of checking my phone. I had considered leaving it at home, but the prosecutor and the police officers had told me to make sure that I carried it with me. Quite possibly they figured the prosecutor in Ankara would take hold of it for examination. I had a very close friend who had learned from my mother that I had been taken into custody, and that we were on the road. She started sending WhatsApp messages to me and deleted it when she figured I had read it. First she wrote, “Don’t worry, all this will pass.” Then she wrote, “Go back to the factory settings!” That’s when the penny dropped. They were going to put my phone in for examination and, judging by the fact that I was being held under custody even when I had done absolutely nothing wrong, they could very well also concoct some kind of crime from even the most insignificant message they were to find. I immediately did what she told me and reset the phone to its factory settings. 

			PSYCHOLOGICAL TORMENT

			Sometime before being taken into custody, I had a very eerie dream: I passed through a deserted area with no buildings or people until I eventually came upon, and entered, a gray building. Inside, everything had a reddish tone to it, I climbed a narrow set of stairs, and I half opened the door to a room. I saw sacrificial meat inside the room. At the time I had the dream, I had tried hard to find a positive meaning from the dream, but it was now that the meaning of the dream seemed much more clear to me. Perhaps, through this dream, my Lord had shown me the hundreds of victims, who resembled the sacrifices, that had been locked up in those gray judicial buildings.

			When I saw the military building (yes, I had been brought to the military quarters instead of the police station) that I was being delivered to by the police, a shiver ran down my spine. This building looked so much like the building I saw in my dream! As I was being escorted up similar looking stairs and into a room, I can’t say that I didn’t half expect that there would be sacrificial meat hanging down from the ceiling.

			It was almost midnight when the commander on call greeted us when we arrived; he was a polite man. In fact, he told me I could bring my baby with me and that they had prepared a special place for the baby. For a second, I acted pretty naively and fell for his fake kindness, and called my husband to ask him what should we do. Thank God, he acted with a more sound mind and pretty much said to me, “Don’t be absurd!” Of course he was right, but this was the first time I would be separated from my baby, and I felt uneasy and upset. I had merely thought, well, since the conditions are favorable, and they’ve already set up a spot, let my baby stay with me. 

			 In a few minutes, I would see for myself how special the spot was that they had set up for us. A bed of concrete, a metal toilet, a space barely ten square feet that was dark and reeked of sewage so intensely that you could feel your liver burning. Oh, and how that commander had pressured me, saying, “I can’t let the baby in and out all the time; either the baby stays with you or doesn’t come in at all.” I decided to leave my baby with my husband. After I was locked up there, I was grateful that I hadn’t brought in my baby with me. Either that commander did not have any children of his own or he just didn’t have an ounce of compassion in him. 

			They emptied out my pockets and took away my phone, personal belongings, and even my shoe laces. I was escorted down that narrow staircase and into that tiny dark place, as if I were being placed in my grave. Room upon rooms of prison cells were next to one another. As I was passing by, I caught a glimpse of who was in the first detention room – my dear friend Fidan. They had gotten hold of her before they’d come to me and had already locked her up. She probably saw me passing through, but she didn’t even look up at me. No greeting, no looking up, not even a nod.  This was yet another upsetting blow to me. 

			Night was just beginning as my iron door closed off my cell. Everything here was bad, but the worst part was the fact that there was no clock anywhere. There was a digital clock hanging above but the time it displayed didn’t make any sense. Eventually that clock stopped working altogether, and when it did it felt like time had come to a complete halt. It was a tight space that felt like a grave as though we had been locked up in there to remain with our own selves and reflect.

			I sat… I stood…  I paced... I lay down…  What felt to me like centuries going by was probably just ten minutes. What’s more, as the hours stretched on, another problem arose. Being that I was a mother who had newly given birth and had been nursing, my breasts started to become swollen and I was in great pain. If they could at least give me some pain relievers, if only my pain could be quieted down somewhat… I called out, I yelled… Nobody answered my calls. I made foolish hand gestures towards the camera waiting for someone to notice, but still no one came. Finally, I heard a faint voice, both familiar and different. It was my friend in the detention room next to me, she was speaking in an icy tone so as not to give away our relationship. She said to me, “There’s a red button there, you need to push that!” I did as she told me. I pressed and pressed the button countless times but no one came. I was up all night until the next morning, trembling with pain. I had to express my milk into the filthy toilet, the milk dripping all over my clothes... “At least give me a napkin!” I whimpered. “Please anybody, somebody help me please!” My throat had dried up from all the calls and screams… Helpless and exhausted, I asked for a drop of water, but still no one came. Left with no other choice, I drank the filthy water from the toilet.
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