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			I AM ON A LONG AND NARROW ROAD

			Aşık Veysel (1894–1973)

			I am on a long and narrow road
Walking all day, from morning till night
Knowing not where I am or where I am going
Walking all day, from morning till night

			From the very moment I was born
I started walking
On a journey in this han of two doors
Walking all day, from morning till night

			I keep on walking, even in my sleep
Ever seeking a reason to keep on going 
Always seeing those who are departing
Walking all day, from morning till night

			Forty-nine years on these roads
On these plains, these mountains and deserts
Banished to these strange lands
Walking all day, from morning till night

			If you really think about it
When you get there it will still seem far away
The path is but one minute long
Walking all day, from morning till night

			Veysel is confused by all of this
Sometimes crying, sometimes laughing
On this road to reach his destination
Walking all day, from morning till night

			FOREWORD

			I have always admired two periods in history above all others. The first is the Age of Enlightenment Europe, in many ways due to its many sparkling women of letters. The second is the era of the Turkish Ottoman Empire of the sixteenth century, with its search for refinement and grace in the arts. So it was only natural that when I first read the “Embassy Letters of Lady Montagu,” they struck a particular chord in me.

			Lady Mary Montagu (1689–1762) was one exceptional woman. She was one of the many astounding women who shone like bright stars in the Pleiades of eighteenth-century Enlightenment Europe. She made a name for herself through her provocative letter writing, which showcased her exceptional intelligence and erudition. Her perceptive wit shone in the comments on everyday life that she included in the many letters she wrote from abroad to her family and friends. She also made a name for herself through the events of her troubled marriage, her courage in the face of smallpox, her difficult relationship with her children, her numerous voyages, her outspoken feminism, her political activities and self-imposed “exile” from England, and her unbridled lifestyle in her later years… all of which is documented in the hundreds of letters that have come down to us.

			She was born Mary Pierrepont in 1689 in Nottinghamshire, England, in one of the 224 rooms of her father’s stately eighteenth-century home, Thoresby Hall. As the daughter of the Duke of Kingston and thus a child of privilege, she received an outstanding education. Her natural intelligence was noted at a very early age: it is reported that she learned Latin before the age of eight. While still a teenager, she met Sir Wortley Montagu, a noted lawyer and politician. The two fell in love over a courtship of seven years. The Duke of Kingston rejected the proposal of Sir Wortley for his daughter’s hand – not financially stable enough for his tastes – and found a fiancé for her more to his taste, rich, but unfortunately, a bit too loutish of character for hers. In a first display of the astonishing independence that was to characterize the rest of her life, she defied her father and arranged for Montagu to kidnap her on the road to her wedding. The two eloped and married in 1712.

			Sadly, the events following this fairy tale beginning did not feed the dreams of her highly-demanding imagination. Married life proved difficult for Mary, and her letters provide many insights into her increasing disillusionment. As an outlet for this unhappiness, she embarked on a literary career, writing essays and critiques. When the couple moved to London, Mary became the darling of London high society, which appreciated the combination of her great beauty, wit, and writing. This was a period of relative happiness for her, despite her continuing marital difficulties. Her son Edward was born a year after her marriage.

			The next year, in 1716, the Montagu family left for Turkey, where Sir Wortley Montagu had been appointed as ambassador. His charge was to negotiate peace between the Ottomans and the Austrians and to safeguard British commercial and naval interests in the Levant. Lady Mary was 27 years old at the time. Her second child, Mary, was born in Turkey in January, 1718. During her 13-month stay in Turkey, she wrote 25 letters home to friends and family. These letters, published posthumously, are now known as the “Embassy Letters.” 

			And here is where her story and mine begin to cross…

			* * *

			I would like to thank Muhsin İlyas Subaşı for his continued support and encouragement to my writing and research efforts. And much love to my husband, Stephen Eibe Gottlieb. His eternal kindness and understanding for everything that I do are what make him the most beloved of men on earth to me. And of course, I especially thank the people of the Republic of Turkey. Despite what I say about talking stones, they were the real reason I fell in love with this remarkable country.

		

	


	
		
			

SECTION 1

			TWO LADY AMBASSADORS, TWO BRIDGES

			LETTER 1

			A THOUSAND GLASSES OF TEA

			My dear friends and family,

			One day, my friend, the Kayseri poet and historian Muhsin İlyas Subaşı, said to me: “You remind me in many ways of Lady Montagu, and I think if you wrote down all the things that you have seen here over the past 30 years, it would be of great interest to both Turks and the rest of the world. All would be curious to see how Turkey is perceived by a foreigner who has come here so often.” 

			At first I thought it was a preposterous suggestion, for I couldn’t imagine that my experiences in Turkey would be of any interest to anyone. Yet the more I thought about what he said, I decided that he did have a point, and that I needed to write down some of my travel experiences. In doing so, I can try to explain why I have continued to travel there for all these years.

			And so I decided to enter into an imaginary correspondence with the great Lady Mary herself, and to write my impressions and personal reflections in letters to her, as if I were updating her on the country she grew to love. The following letters are addressed to her, but also to you, my family and friends, to anyone else who cares to read them and to the Turkish people. I am not writing a guide for foreign travelers to Turkey, and in this way, these letters will be very different than most of the travel pieces that have been written by visitors to Turkey over the past 400 years, and especially those written in the last twenty years.

			These letters will not constitute a travel journal, because a traveler usually ventures through unfamiliar places, whereas everywhere in Turkey is familiar to me in some way. I also do not wish to bore the reader with travelogue stories of the petty absurdities and pesky frustrations of travel: the gippy tummy, the missed planes and busses, the lost money or camera. You will not find here the racing explorer stories of Richard Burton, Alexandra David-Neel, and Fred Burnaby. 

			I do not wish either to write a guide book describing scenic spots that can be discovered in the many travel books now being published or blogged on the internet. These letters are not to serve as a primer on the country of Turkey, providing historical facts and fillers that can be found in any serious guide book. My readers do not need to hear about all that Atatürk has done, mysterious stories of the harems, customs of the hamams, or what the Hittites did at Çatalhöyük.

			In the same vein, these letters will not be a sociological study of Turkish lifestyle patterns. Turkey is changing so rapidly that it would be impossible to encapsulate it. Nor are these letters to be a political analysis. Although I do not wish to close my eyes during the bad parts of the movie or to gloss over problems, I cannot pretend that I, as a foreigner, could ever understand those thorny parts of Turkish society. I cannot demystify this land of contrasts and contradictions; I will let the sociologists and politicians take on that one.

			And I certainly do not want these letters to serve as my memoirs or my autobiography: my life is certainly not that interesting and my travel stories not all that adventuresome that I should indulge myself in boring you all with it. 

			Most importantly, I do not want to poke fun at the Turks. Western eyes have always been upon them, and not always in a kind way. Such celebrated authors as Lamartine, Nerval, Gide, Loti, Gautier, Twain, Stark, Burnby and others have taken turns describing the customs of the Turks. My major criticism of these travel writers, especially the great nineteenth-century travelers who crossed through the “exotic Levant” with their overblown heroic tales of difficulties surmounted, is that they seem supercilious, uncharitable, and downright disdainful towards their subject. I do not wish to relate lengthy and boring stories that lead the reader down a circuitous route to make a mocking point about how odd the customs of the land are, nor do I want to skewer Turkish pride by telling contemptuous or comical stories. I just want to relate some of the stories that have happened to me and what they mean to me.

			No, these letters will include personal experiences about everyday life, some of which I don’t always understand. My years of travel and my entire professional career in cross-cultural relations have taught me much, the biggest lesson being that one must tread very lightly when walking in or talking about foreign lands and people. I have learned that your viewpoint onto the world is always tainted by the perspectives that you carry inside of you, inherited from your native land and from your upbringing. When you are confronted by an unexplainable situation, you must take a deep breath and stand back from it, and then remove your Western hegemonic eyeglasses. Then, and only then, can you start to analyze what is theirs, yours, and the truth. Opening your eyes to the value of other people and other countries and societies unlike yours has a reward beyond price. And no other country in the world makes this encounter so gentle and as colorful as Turkey.

			I have been on the road with Turkey and her people for a long time now. I have grown to love this land and its culture as much as my own or as much as France, my other adopted country. But I know all of you do not understand how I can feel so strongly about this “Midnight Express” country and its “Terrible Turks.” I would like only that you give Turkey a chance, and I write these letters to try and establish, in my simple way, a greater understanding between Turkey and the rest of the world. And so, when you all ask me why I continue to travel to Turkey year after year, going back to the same dusty places instead of dashing off to discover the four corners of the world like Phileas Fogg, I hope I can provide you here with some form of an answer.

			However, as I said previously, I am not just addressing these letters to you, my family and friends and any potential readers, but also to the Turkish people. In doing so, I hope they will constitute one long and simple thank you letter to Turkey and her people, a simple expression of my respect and love for a country and its citizens. They are to be my way of paying them back for the thousands of glasses of tea that have been offered to me over the past 30 years: which is a lot of tea, indeed. Yes, I would love another glass of tea.

			Love, 

			Your Big K

		

	


	
		
			LETTER 2

			A PEN OF POISE AND PERCEPTION

			Dear Lady Mary,

			I hope you will not receive this letter as an intrusion, and that you will forgive my forwardness in writing to you. The wish to express my admiration for your writing has emboldened me to address you directly. I also wish to express the affinity I feel with you after reading the letters you wrote home during your in Turkey from 1716 to 1718.

			Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Katharine Branning, and I am an American woman, a librarian by profession. I share many things in common with you: we both left home when young to live in a foreign land, and we both chose to make our lives abroad for many years. I am married too. We both believe in the power of education. But most importantly, we share Turkey, as I have spent much time traveling in Turkey over the past thirty years.

			Like you, I am a letter writer. They are a joy for me to create: I love to see the page cover up with lines like a bathtub filling with warm water, and I love to sense the slight tension as the pen nib slides over the paper. I choose my epistolary armory with attention: only the finest dense paper or colorful card, a gracefully-designed pen of fine manufacture that balances perfectly in my hand, and carefully-selected postage stamps full of colorful references to history or subjects I favor. Writing a letter holds such promise and excitement, and in preparing one I feel as if I am showing the same devotion as when I cook a fine meal for loved ones. I imagine the whole chain of people who touch the letter along its way, the expression on my friend’s face when the letter appears in his box, his curiosity as he deciphers those stamps, his expectancy as he picks up the letter opener and slits the envelope seal, and then, hopefully, his delight at reading what I have to tell him. But above all, I suppose I savor most the intimacy that letter writing allows between two people, the possibility of standing as far back or as far forward as one wishes to convey a sentiment. I appreciate how you can hide secret thoughts behind words, or how you can step out in the spotlight with them. Nothing can replace the intimacy that the distance of a letter permits. And you unquestionably had that distance, Lady Mary, between Constantinople and England, between your uncertain new life and the familiar, old one you left behind. On the other side of the coin, writing a letter offers great liberty, directness, and energy. Writing a snappy-toned letter also allows me to dispel the melancholy that often plagues me.

			You wrote twenty-five letters home from Turkey during that year you were there: which is quite a few, considering you were busy setting up your new household, managing a 4-year old toddler, and preparing for the birth of your second child. Ever since you wrote those few letters, you have managed to capture the imagination of countless readers and artists, and especially mine, as both a traveler and a writer. Along the way, you have earned the reputation of being one of the finest letter writers of the English language: some 900 of them have come down to us in print since you first wrote them. Those letters from Turkey, published only after your death, are still read today, serving as a quote-mine for travel writers, and feeding much fodder to the post-modern, orientalist, and feminist academic paper mills.

			I have a Turkish friend, a writer himself, who says I remind him of you – quite a flattering comparison for me, indeed! I do not think he meant to assume that I had your same gifts of wit or talent, but I think what he meant to say was that I strive to have the same open and unprejudiced eye to my surroundings as you showed. For that, in my opinion, is what makes your letter writing so distinctive: not for all those insightful glimpses into the history and daily life of the era that you provide, but for the ease and poise with which you entered into the situation of being a stranger in a different culture. I admire how you reported incidents and facts openly and honestly, never negatively or critically. You were an appreciative tourist, and always acted as would a guest in someone else’s home. You were never a ruthless scold in your tone, looking down on the Turks as their moral superior. You allowed yourself the liberty to question your own social structure, not that of the Turks, and you never passed prejudiced judgment on them. You understood the true meaning of cross-cultural exchange, especially in discussions with your tutor Achmed (or as he would be known today, Ahmet). You sought out the contrasts between Western Europe and Turkey, and contrasts as well within Europe and within Turkey.

			I also enjoy imagining the personality of the woman I perceive behind those words. You sought with eager curiosity to learn all you could about daily life, from religion to stoves to food. You immersed yourself in your new world, and let nothing get in your way of discovering it. I sense that you are a bright and high-spirited woman, whose wit and charm always shine brightest in the upbeat endings to your letters. Your letters provide indications that you can be both strong-willed and warm-hearted, depending on the situation.

			And such exciting letters you wrote home from Turkey, Lady Mary! I am always surprised that so many travelers to Turkey, at centuries distant, encounter and grapple with the same issues, misunderstandings, and frustrations. We seem all to be struck by the same things: whether it be you, the bumbling military adventurers of the nineteenth century, or the moderns of the late twentieth century. Some things just never change, some conflicts never find resolution; so many questions still remain unanswered. When I look at my experiences and see how much they echo in your own, I feel a connection with you. You were determined to make the best of every situation, to enjoy life, and to get the most from every personal encounter. I try to imagine how you reacted to everyday incidents, how you dealt with all the misunderstandings and confusion while keeping such a clear, non-judgmental head. But you did, with ease and grace, never simpering or complaining, and I have always admired that in you. I have tried to adopt the same open-eyed approach in both my work and in my travels, but as both an insider and an outsider it is impossible for me to see anything truly clearly. The insider in me wishes to be included and thus has a tendency to gloss over any difficulties, and the outsider in me is full of potential prejudice and imperialism. And so in the end, when I travel, I try to apply the same strategy that guides me in my profession as a librarian: I collect information, I organize it, and I diffuse it. I try not to interpret it, I do not edit it, I just diffuse it. Or so I try. As you yourself said in your letter from Ratisbon, “tis prudent to remain neuter.” Or once again, from Vienna: “Gallantry and good breeding are as different in different climates as morality and religion. Who have the rightest notions we shall never know till the Day of Judgement.”

			I am certain you are nodding your head and smiling at many of my comments, already felt by you 290 years before me. But long live this continuum, this constant eternal search for understanding, the comparison, and the challenge. The cultures of the world have much to share and to gain from each other. And in the end we can perhaps learn how to better participate in this unchained movement of humanity, towards a society of understanding, respect, and peace. It can all start with writing a letter, don’t you think?

			So will you allow me to write you? It would give me much pleasure to share with you of my impressions of a country that is mutually dear to both of us. I hope that you will enjoy hearing details about Turkey of the late twentieth century. You will be reassured to know that so many of the values and sights you so admired have remained unchanged, but you will also be pleased to see how the country and its people have evolved and grown. It is perhaps people like you who have helped to promote that growth, by showing Turks that the West and its citizens can be as generous and kind as they are.

			Sincerely yours, 

			Katharine Branning

		

	


	
		
			LETTER 3

			X MARKS THE SPOT: A PLACE IN THE WORLD CALLED SIVAS

			Dear Lady Mary,

			Ah! my Lady Mary, you never had to deal with one very thorny question in your letters. In many ways, you had only the charge of sharing your impressions of this country that you were visiting, and what a wonderful job you did of that, I may say. But you never had to justify why you were there, which, believe me, is not always an easy topic to treat. You were “posted” to Turkey; that is, you went there to follow your husband, and thus you really didn’t have a choice in the matter. I suppose you could have stayed at home around the hearth in your English countryside great house, but that would not have been an option for someone as curious as you. But it was different for me: I went to Turkey to quench an obsession. To the question, eternally asked of me, “Why Turkey?” I am often very embarrassed to provide the real reason why I first went there. Sometimes it is easier to stammer a bit and say that I have Turkish friends, or, more specifically, that I have a Turkish sweetheart (which seems to be the answer that everyone wants to hear), or that I enjoy studying rare languages, or that I am a rug collector, or that I do business in Turkey. But no, the truth of the matter is that I first went to Turkey to see a building.

			Yes, a building. But not just any building: a thirteenth-century building, older than anything an American could conceive of existing or seeing in our own land. It is hard for non-Americans to understand the fascinating power that history holds for many of us in our young country. When I first encountered this building, projected on a grainy slide during a university lecture of an introductory course to Islamic art history, it planted a seed in my head that kept growing until it took over the entire garden of my imagination. 

			I was 19 years old, a Midwest girl from Ohio, gone far from home to attend university in France. The day of that encounter was in wintertime Paris, and as usual for Paris in the winter, it was grey, it was rainy, it was bone-chilling damp. Sitting in class in a darkened, vast university amphitheater one day during my first few months there, I was feeling a bit lost. Lost because I had yet to make friends, frustrated because my French wasn’t as polished as needed to completely understand everything, and discouraged because I was finding the format of the French “cours magistral” so unfriendly. Those huge master classes seemed so impersonal, as compared to the small, participatory classrooms I was used to in the American educational system. I missed the tug of war between student and teacher, the commotion and civility of an American classroom. I was even starting to doubt whether I had chosen the appropriate course of study, for everything I had encountered up until then had seemed so detached from any reality between art and life, much less suited to my interests. For months in my art history classes I had studied the famous French archaeological digs in Ancient Mesopotamia, with hours of class lectures filled with endless images of amulet rolls and clunky statues from confusing, co-existing, and very dead cultures. It seemed all so uninteresting, pointless, and boring.

			Yet on that grey winter day, right in the middle of an introductory course in Islamic art history, the deus ex machina appeared: without warning, up popped on the screen an image that shook me from my pessimistic doldrums. It was a picture of a building that seemed built of golden stones. As if by magic, the sun suddenly came out on that dark afternoon, yellow light poured out from the screen to light up that gloomy room. All at once it seemed as if I were standing outdoors on a late spring day, under a sky as blue as the ceramic tiles I saw decorating the building’s walls. These golden stones were deeply carved with dancing animals, stars, plants and trees, cursive writing, and birds, all framed by lace arabesques. They were as beautiful and magically expressive as the sculptures on the Romanesque abbeys in France that I admired so much. The professor said, “…Et maintenant nous voyons ici le Gök Medrese de Sivas”…. I had never before heard the words “medrese,” “Gök,” or “Sivas” (and much less had the slightest idea where it was), and as I scribbled them down in my notebook as best as I could, I knew these words were going to become the starting vocabulary of a new language for me. 

			Just what was it in that building that captured my imagination so? I will tell you about that in a later letter, but many of your own letters are filled with descriptions of buildings you have seen, so I am sure you can understand me on some level. Suffice it to say that it was just like the first time you gaze into the eyes of the man you will marry: you just know it is for real. Yes, stones can translate warmth and life; architecture can render tangible the most hidden emotions: yes, I was now certain of it.

			I ran to the library after class to find a book that could spell out those words to me and explain their meaning. I found a book with a map, showing the location of that place called Sivas, a town dead center in the country of Turkey. That dot on the map became a compass point for me, like the “X” on a treasure map that marked the spot where laid buried the hidden pot of gold. I knew that I just had to go to see firsthand the country that could produce a building like that.

			Its image continued to haunt me, overtaking my mental garden like Virginia creeper, popping into my thoughts at all times of the day and night. I soon realized that I needed to either weed that garden or to fertilize it. Thus I decided to go to Turkey, to travel to that place called Sivas, and to find that building. For you see, I would be able to find it, for it wasn’t a buried treasure, it was there for all to see! I wanted to stand in front of it and touch those warm stones. I was convinced they would talk to me. I was certain that they would have the power to continue to turn my dark days into sunny ones.

			Now when I think back on this incident that led me to Turkey, it seems a bit silly, the stuff of adolescent dreams. And yet, my favorite story in the Bible is the one of Paul’s dramatic conversion on that road to Damascus, so I would never be one to deny that startling incidents can happen, strange things that can alter your life forever. And once in Turkey, standing in front of that building, I knew that I had found the pot of gold on those streets of Sivas. It wasn’t a disappointing wild-goose chase, for I had found a treasure chest booty even richer than the building itself. I had found a perfect example of the translation of artistic aspirations into daily life. This architecture and those stones were talkers.

			From that day forth, I made a pact with myself to become friends with this place in the world called Turkey. I wanted to find more buildings like this one. I wanted to discover how such a building could have been built, and by what kind of people. As I came to know Turkey better and better over extended yearly visits of travel, research, discovery and many, many more stones over the next 30 years, there was never a doubt in my mind that I would remain forever linked to this magnificent country, filled with people with hearts as warm as those stones.

			Respectfully yours, 

			Katharine Branning
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Tourist brochure and hotel envelope, Sivas, 1978
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X marks the spot: a place in the world called Sivas
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			Gök Medrese, Sivas, 1271

		

	


	
		
			LETTER 4

			BUILDING A BRIDGE

			Dear Lady Mary,

			In the letter you wrote to Abbé Conti describing the last leg of your overland journey through Europe to Constantinople you mention staying overnight in Silivri and Büyükçekmece. Those two towns are famous for their fine Ottoman bridges, which impressed you as much as they do travelers today: 

			“The rest of our journey was through fine painted meadows by the side of the Sea of Marmara, the ancient Propontis. We lay the next night at Selivria, anciently a noble town. It is now a very good seaport, and neatly built enough, and has a bridge of thirty-two arches…. We lay the next night at a town called Buyukcekmece or Great Bridge, and the night following at Kucuk [sic] Cekmece, Little Bridge, in a very pleasant lodging, formerly a monastery of dervishes, having before it a large courtyard encompassed with marble cloisters with a good fountain in the middle. The prospect from this place and the gardens round it are the most agreeable I have seen, and shows that monks of all religions know how to choose their retirements.”

			Both the Büyükçekmece Bridge over the Marmara Sea, with its distinctive peaked arch, and the Silivri Bridge had been commissioned from the court architect Sinan by Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent, right before his death in 1566. Most certainly the troops of Sultan Ahmet III that you saw in Adrianople (Edirne) had crossed over them earlier on their journey to the battle fields of Austria, on their way to fight in the very war for which your husband was trying to broker a peace treaty.

			The persistent dream of the Turks to expand their influence in Europe has never let up since the glorious days when those two arched bridges were built. I am curious about your impressions of those bridges because Turkish bridges have played a particular role in my life. At the same time I encountered those talking stones in the university amphitheater, another incident happened that could not have been a mere coincidence, and served as one more signpost on the road leading to Turkey.

			When I first moved to Paris as a young student, I needed a job to pay for my living expenses, and I had the good fortune of finding one in a firm that did translations for the top French civil engineering corporations. I worked with teams of engineers cranking out French to English translations of such highly demanding documents as industry codes, calls for tenders, building standards, bids, construction documents, and the like. It was all very cut and dry, but I liked the precision of it, the exactness, and the clarity: in many ways I think this experience fed into my decision to choose librarianship as a profession. When I started off with this firm, I was still very green: new to France, to the French language, and to the adult world of work – and a little scared. The first translation project I was assigned was thus a major step for me to prove my capabilities. When I was told that I would be working on bid documents for the construction of a bridge, I felt an immediate sense of identification with the project and my own need to build bridges to France and to adulthood.

			But this was not just any bridge. It was to be a bridge across one of the most famous waterways in the world, the Bosphorus Strait in Istanbul, Turkey. Not the first, momentous one built in 1973, but a second one, farther to the north. Of course I knew my geography, but that night I took out my map and looked closely at the spot where it was to be built. Certainly the coincidence of its location, there in that land of the talking stones I had just seen in class, was not lost on me. 

			Over the next months we worked hard on those bid documents, which constituted the submission portfolio by one of France’s leading construction firms for this major international construction project. The millions of dollars involved in the project staggered me; the scale of the construction, the amount of metal, the bearing loads, the savant calculations were all dizzying for me. Even though I come from a big country used to building big things, I had never encountered firsthand a project of such an overwhelming scale.

			At night when I returned home after hours of translating stress factors and load bearing equations, I would pull out books and study images of this Bosphorus strait, and tried to answer some questions that kept nagging me about my involvement in the project: What impact was “my” bridge going to have? How would it change the lives of the people on each side of it? Was I stomping on these people just like the huge pylons were going to trample the Judas trees on the banks of the Bosphorus? Was it going to be respectful of the history and the natural setting in place? What were the leaders of the country trying to say with this project? I looked at old and new photographs, as well as the famous late eighteenth-century series of etchings by Melling and tried to make some sense of the history and the context of the area. The old lithographs depicting calm waters and lazing wooden caique boats and the modern world of rushing cars full of people and rumbling trucks full of goods could not have been more dissimilar. Yet, the more I read about the country of Turkey, its history and its dreams, the more I began to understand that this bridge was more than a channel for cars and people: it was to be a conduit of ideas and values. It symbolized progress for this country; it was to be the golden spike of this transcontinental road linking Asia to Europe. And so I began to associate the ambition and vastness of this bridge project with the land in which it was to be built. I suddenly felt a part of something very momentous, the birthing of a powerful country, and that my little participation would have an impact on the lives of the people who would cross this bridge daily, on the country in whose pylons it sat, and for the world of ideas that would travel over it from the East to West and vice-versa. I eagerly read about the history of this people and especially about the man for whom the Bridge was to be named, Sultan Mehmet “Fatih,” the Conqueror of Byzantium in 1453. I realized how this bridge was destined to continue the vision of greatness and expansion that he had started. It was also the fulfillment of the aspirations of other great men to follow, namely Süleyman the Magnificent and Atatürk, as well as those of the leaders of the modern Turkish Republic. I understood that its people are still identified, 260 years later, with Fatih’s same spirit. As a daughter of the pioneer Midwest, I could understand and admire that ambition. I wanted to know more about these eager builders. I began to dream of crossing the bridge with them. 

			So you can see, Lady Mary, how I lived the story of this Fatih Bridge on a very personal level. I felt a kinship with this country, so eager to modernize itself, just as my own continually does. I was rooting for them. I felt connected to those people who would one day cross “my” bridge, and I imagined how they would feel at that moment when they could turn their heads and look at both the Eastern and Western horizons, as well as at the ribbon of blue watery silk beneath them.

			All the while I was working on those documents, I began to think as well of the construction project of my own life. This project became a touchstone for the questions I was starting to struggle with in my passage from a young taker to a productive adult giver. Did I want to be a bridge builder to connect cultures? Did I want to help people cross from one place to another? Did I want to physically build things like my builder father had? Did I want to be a translator of other people’s creativity or to be an artist myself? I suppose you asked yourself these same questions, Lady Mary, when you started out on your career as a writer. What was the catalyst that made you pick up the pen in the first place? What gave you the courage and impetus to forge ahead with your literary endeavors, despite the social stricture in which you lived? Well, whatever that catalyst was for you, it appears that for me, it was a Turkish bridge.

			Unfortunately, the French company in question did not win the contract to build the Fatih Bridge. But they, and I, went on to build other ones, as well as hospitals in Africa and universities in Saudi Arabia. Yet no translation documents ever thrilled me, satisfied me, or affected me as much as those for that bridge over the Bosphorus. When all the bid documents were completed and sent off, I knew I had accomplished more than a translation. I had found the yardstick to measure the rest of my life. Yes, I wanted to build things and feel that resulting power and sense of accomplishment. Yes, I wanted to help people cross from one bank to another over a bridge of understanding. Most of all, I knew that Turkey would somehow be a significant part of my life.

			Much has been written since about this Fatih Bridge and its obvious symbolism for the many elements of the bilateral tug of war that has played in the heart of every Turk for centuries: East/West, old/new, secular/Muslim, Europe/Asia, Ottoman heritage/Atatürkian vision, peasants/savants, poverty/wealth, and urban/rural. This symbolism still preoccupies them today, and this bridge keeps asking the same nagging question, “Which side do you stand on?” The double steel cables that suspend this bridge are strong and flexible at the same time, much like the various geographic, linguistic, political, economic, and religious issues currently exerted on the Turkish Republic. In the end, however, bridges are symbols of power: he who commands access to a bridge exerts the prevailing strategic hold. In this fashion Istanbul has positioned itself, via this bridge, to become the central pinion of the European and Asian chain.

			And so you see, Lady Mary, why I asked you about your impressions of those bridges at Silivri and Büyükçekmece. You were then, like me, and like the country of Turkey at the time those Ottoman bridges and the Fatih Bridge were being built, at the start of a new life. You did not know what was on the other side of that 32-arched bridge, or to where the road on the other side would lead. But you did know, by the very fact that a bridge had been built there, that the other side was worth reaching. And that is what makes crossing a bridge so thrilling. 

			Sincerely yours,

			K. A. Branning
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The 9-arched Büyükçekmece Bridge, 1567
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The 33-arched Silivri Bridge (now, as in Lady Montagu’s time, 

			only 32 are visible), 1568
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The Fatih Bridge, Istanbul, 1988

		

	


	
		
			LETTER 5

			CROSSING BRIDGES

			Dear Lady Mary,

			And so I headed off for that land of talking stones and bridges in the summer of 1978.

			My impressions of that first visit are not sharply described in my carnet de voyage. I have a feeling that I was so overwhelmed that it was difficult for me to document it all. However, I do distinctly remember being very excited when I saw my first pencil-minaretted mosque from the airplane upon arriving in Istanbul (as your Constantinople is now known). What was your first impression of this pearl of a city, Lady Mary? You describe your first encounter with Constantinople, 259 years before mine, as follows:

			“…we arrived the next evening at Constantinople, but I can yet tell you very little of it, all my time being taken up with receiving visits… Our palace is in Pera, which is no more a suburb of Constantinople than Westminster is a suburb of London. All the Ambassadors are lodged very near each other. One part of our house shows us the port, the city and the seraglio and the distant hills of Asia, perhaps altogether the most beautiful prospect in the world. A certain French author says that Constantinople is twice as large as Paris…”

			One of the strongest first impressions on me was of course, the Bosphorus Bridge, the “first” one, which stood alone at the time, because “my” Fatih Bridge had yet to be built. It was a glorious thing to behold, its dramatic siteing and span so similar to the Golden Gate or Brooklyn Bridges in my country. 

			It was only later that I experienced first-hand the pride that the Turks themselves felt towards this bridge. On a subsequent visit to Turkey, I stayed in Suadiye on the Asian side with the family of a friend I had made. One day, they announced that they had a big surprise for me. Back in those days, my comprehension of Turkish was not all that strong, so I was not quite sure what was in store for me, but I was game. Uncles and aunts, a few young cousins, my friend, and I all piled into an old Chevy and headed out. It was a snowy and freezing cold winter day, so I was glad for the warmth of the 8 people piled into the car. This was a time of penury and extreme difficulty for Turkey, during the martial law winter of 1980, so I knew that spending gas for this trip meant that it had to be something very special. After starting off, they announced to me: “We are going to drive you across the Bosphorus Bridge! We want you to soar above the strait like a bird, so that you can see the ferry boats from on high and you can feel what it is like to cross from one continent to another!” They were so very proud to offer their guest this experience, and I was fairly speechless, for they had no idea of my personal relationship to the Bosphorus and bridges. And if you thought, Lady Mary, that the vista from your house was “altogether the most beautiful prospect in the world,” you should see those Asian hills from atop the Bridge at 105 feet in the air.

			And so I crossed my first bridge in Turkey.

			In that rattletrap car with a bunch of enthusiastic Turks, I made a significant, symbolic step towards the rest of my life. I experienced the thrill of being a part of something bigger than myself, something that pulled me as if by magic strings. After crossing that bridge, things were never the same. I started off on one side as a visitor, a tourist, and got off on the other side as something more.

			When I was first living in France, I walked home one night in the raking late October evening light. On that fall day in Paris, the tone of that dusk light on the rue du Bac distilled in me a moment I will never forget. Suddenly I saw things very clearly, and I knew that I belonged in that place. I felt a sense of ownership, I felt accepted, I felt that I could find my place there, I knew I could grow there, that I would be accompanied along that journey, and that I would be invited to participate in its life and allowed to give of myself. I knew that I had somehow a right to be there, a right to finding my happiness there. I loved Paris, and it showed its love for me in return. I felt the very same affirmation when I crossed that Bosphorus Bridge. 

			Much like myself over the years, Turkey is always questioning itself, growing and stretching. Turkey has been a bridge for me, a safe place above waters both calm and turbulent. It serves as a constant reminder that I am crossing to somewhere and that I am always between two banks: the one I am, the one I could be or am becoming. Crossing bridges teaches me to organize my own path through culture, both there and at home, and to research my own character against the different backgrounds of others. My life has been touched by Turkey and I have touched Turkey by mine, and I keep traveling there and crossing bridges to understand this constant emotional connection that binds my shore to that other one. 

			To this day, crossing a bridge is still a thrilling moment for me. And there are many bridges in Turkey to cross. Not just those two outside of Adrianople that you crossed, Lady Mary, or the two Bosphorus bridges, but hundreds of other ones, built over thousands of years, by Romans, by Byzantines, by Seljuks, by Ottomans – all built to link together the arteries of this crossroads of communication, cultures and trade. I make it a special point on my travels to seek them out and walk over them. When I cross them, ever so slowly, I absorb the strength of their stones through my feet. I reflect on all the people, famous and infamous, plain and fancy, that have taken the same steps: donkeys, peasants, travelers, warriors, kings, sultans, and dervishes have all crossed over them before me.

			I have crossed some remarkable bridges: the bent Eğri Köprü on the outskirts of Sivas, where Kangal dogs frolic on its banks; the thirteenth-century Ak Bridge in the middle of bustling Ankara; the long, thirteen-arched Kesikköprülü Han; the twelfth-century Artukid Malabadi Bridge, big as a dam; the sixth-century Byzantine Dicle Bridge outside the city walls of Diyarbakır that can be seen from outer space; and my all-time favorite, the tiny Seljuk Bridge over the Yeşilırmak River in Tokat. That bridge inspires me by its beauty, setting, simplicity, and its message. Three competing brothers for the Seljuk throne managed to put aside their feuding for a moment, for the time it took to build this small gem linking the new north-south trade axis of their kingdom. 

			So let us too, as rulers, citizens, and nations, take time from our feuding to build some bridges to cross together, one foot in front of the other. 

			Sincerely yours,

			Katharine Branning
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Hıdırlık Bridge in Tokat over the Yeşilırmak River, 1250
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Bosphorus Bridge, Istanbul, 1973

		

	


	
		
			LETTER 6

			A HOME AWAY FROM HOME 

			Dear Lady Mary,

			The United States of America did not exist at the time you wrote your letters. You knew, of course, of a British colony to the west of the Atlantic, where many of your countrymen were emigrating to set up businesses, settlements, and farms. Many of your compatriots, including urban and educated shopkeepers and tradesmen, skilled craftsmen and farmers, sought new life in these colonies. The descendents of the Quakers of the North Midlands area near your ancestral home of Thoresby Hall founded a city which became an important part of America’s history: the city of brotherly love, Philadelphia. 

			Dutch, Swedes, and Germans came along as well, and these pockets of settlers, after a hundred years of living together, all learned to tolerate each other and their differing traditions and religions. In an effort to maintain the property and independence they already enjoyed, and to resist the “taxation without representation” imposed by your good King George III, son of the King in power when you went to Turkey, these “Yankees” banded together and won a hard-fought battle for their independence, creating the United States of America.

			I tell you all of this, not to gloat over the fact that your all-powerful king could not hold onto this colony, but to tell you that a magnificent country was created from it; indeed the first democracy in the world. Its founding principles were the fruit of many fine men, many of whom descended from your English shores. When I first went to Turkey in that summer of 1978, a very strange thing happened to me. I felt as if I had not gone away to a foreign country, but that I had come home, to my America, this country of varied traditions, peoples, and religions.

			Since you don’t know this America, I am sure it is hard for you to understand what I am talking about, so let me try to explain. I remind you that at the time of that first visit I had been living in France for several years. You, too, were familiar with France and the French, as you spent some time in Lyon and Paris on your return trip to England from Constantinople. You make some very amusing and pertinent remarks about the French society and culture, and you state that you “think Paris has the advantage of London in the neat pavement of the streets, the houses being all built of stone, and most of those belonging to people of quality beautified by gardens.” You had little patience, however, for French women, “absurd in their dress and unnatural in their paint” and for the “nauseous flattery and tawdry pencil of Le Brun.” I admire this country and civilization immensely, but I have to admit that sometimes it is not an easy place for a foreigner to live. You are often made to feel excluded from this society by your foreign birth, heritage, religion, or language skills. In addition, Parisian culture relentlessly pursues refinement and perfection. Even as a foreigner, I was expected to play by those same exacting rules in this demand for excellence, and at times, it was hard to bear.

			In comparison, Turkey is a merciful and accepting country. When I went to Turkey for the first time, I sensed a freedom from this guarded societal structure. I did not feel like people were looking at every move I made and waiting for me to make a false step. People were forgiving and kind, like those in the America I grew up in. It is perhaps difficult to explain to you, Lady Mary, but when I discovered this land and met its friendly people, I knew I could make myself understood here, for we spoke the same language. You felt as if you were going to an entirely different culture. I, on the other hand, felt that I had somehow oddly returned home. 

			And the more I got to know Turkey, the more I was convinced that it resembled my own country of America on several levels.

			Firstly on a personal level. I come from a family of preachers and teachers, and I have never let go of that Midwesterner’s goggle-eyed perspective on the city and certainly on foreign places and other cultures. Those great fawn plains I saw outside of Sivas were just like the great corn and wheat fields of the United States. The rumbling of their tractors, and the smell of their mud and manure transported me back to the prairies of my uncle’s farm in Kansas. Iznik seemed like a small Ohio village with its main street lined with sycamores, while Tokat reminded me of a western cowboy town. Life in these towns resembled life in small Midwestern towns, with grain co-ops, tractors and coffee shops. You can substitute a tea garden for the coffee shop, but the conversation revolving around crops and taxes and the feeling of camaraderie is still the same. People in both countries pepper their conversations with snippets of Scripture, and my Midwest and my Turkey are unapologetic in their defense of the same shared values: religion, family and children, the good earth, community, sharing, simplicity, faith in God and service to Him, love of nature, animals, daily life, love and marriage, combat for survival... and, above all, a love of homeland.

			Did I come on that first trip with any prejudices against Turks? I don’t think so, because I am an American and not a European, and so I was not branded with the stigma of the Terrible Turk knocking at the doors of Vienna. I only had images of Turks fighting shoulder to shoulder with my countrymen in Korea and standing by our side in NATO. 

			Looking at the geography of both countries alone is enough to establish similarities between the United States and Turkey. America is a huge country, and compared to Europe, Turkey is a big country, too, bigger than France and Germany combined. Both are lands with geographies of strong personality, each having seven distinct and varied regions, very similar in their makeup. The Northeast, the Atlantic, the South, the Great Lakes, the Great Plains, the Northwest, and the Southwest of the United States compare to Turkey’s very similar seven divisions of the Anatolian Plateau, the Eastern Highlands, the Southeast, the central Lake Region, the Black Sea Region, the Mediterranean and the Aegean, and the Thrace and the Marmara. Like the United States, Turkey has bountiful coasts, plains and mountains, some deserts, and a varied climate. Both are bounded by two seas, experience wide and extreme climate changes, as well as some frightening dangerous natural phenomena, such as earthquakes, tornados, hurricanes, floods, and avalanches. The United States has two major mountain ranges that run north to south, and Turkey has two running east to west. Both are lands of great rivers: the Tigris, the Euphrates, the Mississippi, and the Ohio. Both are lands of impressive peaks (Ararat, Erciyes, Uludağ, McKinley, and Rainier); of midland chains of lakes (the lakes of the Eğirdir region and the Great and Finger Lakes); of impressive natural wildlife and birds; of rich natural resources (water, coal); and of varied crops of tropical fruits (bananas, citrus) and every possible type of grain. 

			When one looks at our social structure, there are similarities, too. Turkey is a country like America, based on meritocracy. It has a society made up by citizens who have earned their fame by hard work, not what they inherited by class and birth like in France and your England. Both offer its citizens the potential of great social mobility. The Turkish business community is as dynamically entrepreneurial as America’s, ready to tackle the twenty-first century on equal footing with the rest of the world. Turkey is full of headstrong, determined, positive, can-do people, not afraid to make mistakes: just like my fellow citizens. 

			But it is perhaps in the makeup of its populations that I feel that the two countries resemble each other the most. There are so many different types of Turks! All cultures have left their mark in the DNA of the children now born there: Romans, Byzantines, Persians, Armenians, Arabs, Greeks, Georgians, nomads from Central Asia, Great Seljuks from Persia, Mongols from the East, and the Ottomans. Just like its wide regional variations, it has a rainbow of peoples. To be a Turk means to be a citizen of the Turkish Republic, and that represents a national rather than an ethnic identity. They are heirs to the cultural traditions of the Ottoman Empire and the modernization ideals of Atatürk and the West. We, the People of the United States of America, understand this, for we have all come from somewhere else, with different languages and religions and educations, united in our pursuit to build a great country. 

			It is not just the similar physical makeup of our lands and our peoples that made me feel at home here. Our problems are similar, too. I have seen destitute villages filled with hungry children, ramshackle houses, and poverty in both Eastern Turkey and in Appalachia. Like America, the discrepancy between the rich and the poor is staggering. Both countries have recently suffered cruel natural disasters: the Izmit earthquake of 1999 and the Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans of 2005. We are both societies riddled with internal problems, violence, and strife. And yes, unfortunately, we both have issues with some population groups that are not entirely integrated into the democratic dream. Yet we are free to fulfill the promise of that dream.

			Upon your return home you wrote to the Abbé Conti that “I cannot help looking with partial eyes on my homeland.” You state that all we get by traveling is “a fruitless desire of mixing the different pleasures and conveniences which are given to different parts of the world and cannot meet in any one of them.” I do not return home from my travels to Turkey and compare how much finer my country is to it. However, travel there does help me to feel proud of both my country’s achievements and those of this country I have just visited. The similarity between the two countries points out to me even more vividly the lessons we can learn from each other in order to better build the community of nations in which we live. These similarities have made it possible for this outsider to become an insider. In any case, one that always feels in a home away from home, an Ohio Yankee in Sultan Osman’s court.

			Sincerely,

			Katharine Branning
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