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PRAISE FOR FULL MOON OVER NOAH’S ARK AND RICK ANTONSON

Full Moon over Noah’s Ark

“Antonson shows an indefatigable and intrepid spirit in this swift account of his ascent of Mount Ararat and his travels through some of the most dangerous territory in the Middle East, including Iraq and Iran … A book filled with the enthusiasm of discovery, the delight in accomplishment, and the relief of return.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Antonson’s absorbing narrative combines the mystery and intrigue that shrouds the historical Ark story with all the color and drama of this swirling, turbulent region. Packed with historical facts and anecdotes, enhanced by excellent maps and photos, this is a fascinating travel adventure to one of the most ancient areas of the world … A reader’s feast that is not to be missed.”

—John A Cherrington, author of Walking to Camelot

“Sharing a treasure trove of compelling and beautifully observed stories, Antonson draws us along on a remarkable, yet deeply personal odyssey through near-mythic lands. This is one of those rare books, full of emotion and insight, the work of a true traveler.”

—Dina Bennett, author of Peking to Paris

“An educational, amusing and inspiring tale told by an experienced and worldly traveler … a fabulous weaving of adventure and research.”

—Shannon Stowell, President, Adventure Travel Trade Association

“An adventure story for adults.”

—from the foreword by Garry Marchant, author of The Peace Correspondent

“Rick Antonson radiates the curiosity and vigor of an explorer and an intrepid traveler. His writing captures the essence of the spirit of adventure and trust in fellow human beings.”

—Mandip Singh Soin, mountaineer and explorer, founder, Ibex Expeditions India

To Timbuktu for a Haircut

“Anyone planning a trip to Africa should put Antonson’s book on their packing list right after malaria tablets.”

—National Post

“To Timbuktu for a Haircut is a great read—a little bit of Bill Bryson, a little bit of Michael Palin, and quite a lot of Bob Hope on the road to Timbuktu.”

—Professor Geoffrey Lipman, former assistant secretary-general of the United Nations World Tourism Organization

Route 66 Still Kicks

“One of the best books of the bunch.”

—2012 round up of holiday travel books by The New York Times

“A must for Route 66 aficionados.”

—Chicago Tribune

“The most impressive account of a road trip I have ever read.”

—Paul Taylor, publisher of Route 66 Magazine

“A middle-age Woodstock in motion, an encounter with an America that isn’t as lost as we think … in the end Antonson proves that Route 66 indeed still kicks—as does America.”

—Keith Bellows, editor in chief, National Geographic Traveler
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To Mom and Dad, Elsie and Al Antonson, upon whose knees I first heard the tale of Noah’s Ark, and from whom I got the nudge to question everything, to explore.

To editor John Eerkes-Medrano (1950–2015), a collaborator and elder to many and a friend to all.
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A portion of the always fascinating and complicated Middle East/Western Asia, showing the countries of the author’s travels.


FOREWORD

Some travel books are the result of intense academic research of previous publications, of early journals, official reports, historic texts and autobiographies. Others are first-person narratives of private journeys.

In Full Moon Over Noah’s Ark: An Odyssey to Mount Ararat and Beyond, Rick Antonson skillfully combines both methods to provide a compelling book—part travel, part adventure, with history, social commentary, and contemporary politics integrated into the entertaining text.

In two of his previous books, To Timbuktu for a Haircut and Route 66 Still Kicks, Antonson perfected the technique, the academic and the experiential, providing significant background information, but always keeping the story rolling along.

Once more he has managed this with his immensely enjoyable Full Moon.

If there is any downside to this life-long travel writer, it is a slight twinge of envy. Why didn’t I think of that?

Getting there is half the fun, as the old Cunard Line’s slogan goes, but reading about Antonson’s odyssey offers a great deal of pleasure.

The author is as much at home scrambling over an ice field in crampons as he is sipping sherry in an exclusive London club, wearing his “post-explorer,” early 1900s retro tweed suit.

Antonson is not a typical traveler. He does not seek out the obvious destinations, no matter how attractive, romantic, or popular. He admits he has never been to Rome.

Yet he has been to North Korea, Mali, and Belarus, among many other remote destinations. Few contemporary travelers, not even professional travel writers, can make that claim.

In this work, he takes us from Canada to Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Armenia, and finally to the British Museum in London.

Antonson was inspired to make this challenging journey as a young boy when he read The Forbidden Mountain by French explorer Fernand Navarra. The thought of climbing Mount Ararat lay buried in his mind for decades, until he came across the book again—and he was off on his quest.

This is partly an adventure story for adults. I know many people (myself included) who have climbed Japan’s Mount Fuji, Africa’s Mount Kilimanjaro, and Malaysian Borneo’s Mount Kinabalu. Antonson is the only one I know who has tackled this much more difficult ascent, which requires some mountaineering expertise. “The climb was for the ‘professional or amateur mountaineer,’” he notes early on, with some trepidation.

Despite the title, this wide-ranging book takes us far beyond the mountain, and the mythical ark. The author says he would “venture among the oft-contested boundaries where Greater Ararat and Lesser Ararat sit, traveling to seldom-visited places.”

When he gets there, Antonson notes, “I had landed at the crossroads of history, ambition, conflict, and enterprise.”

On the way, Antonson has many adventures, on the mountain itself, and misadventures—getting his eardrums torched in a Turkish barbershop, dancing with Persian ladies on a train to Tehran, missing ferries, inadvertently crossing borders with cigarette smugglers, and much more.

This story, both scholarly and adventurous, is more than just a tale of a fabled ark on an awe-inspiring mountain. It deals with the whole exotic, tumultuous, and increasingly dangerous region. Here he delves into the complex politics and turmoil of the area, including Kurdistan and Armenia.

“Despite Halim’s warnings, I felt the desire to be where I should not go,” he says. Fortunately, he takes us with him.

—Garry Marchant

Author, The Peace Correspondent
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A nineteenth-century line drawing of Mount Ararat and Lesser Ararat (on the left), taking a south easterly view, from Armenia. From the 1893 book The Land of Ararat; or, Up the Roof of the World by Alexander MacDonald. Courtesy of the British Library.


Before 2000 BCE, traditional oral histories told of a long-ago Great Flood, a boat, and survivors. With the invention of writing, the story began to be recorded in various forms.
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On Mount Nimush the ship ran aground,

The mountain held it and would not release it.

—Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet XI, written down c. 2000 BCE
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And the ark rested in the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of the month, upon the mountains of Ararat.

—Torah, Bible, Book of Genesis 8:4, written down c. 538 BCE
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And the water abated, and the matter was ended.

The Ark rested on Mount Judi.

—Qur’an 11:44, written down c. 630 CE


We need not try to make history out of legend, but we ought to assume that beneath much that is artificial or incredible there lurks something of fact.

—Charles Leonard Woolley, The Royal Cemetery: Excavations at Ur, 1922 CE
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Overlooking Khor Virap monastery (from the fifth century, CE) and citadel, near Yerevan, Armenia. The chapel, originally built in 642 CE and rebuilt in 1662, is still in use today. The view is toward the north face of Mount Ararat, a volcano whose last activity, in 1840, coincided with an earthquake and landslide. Photo © Andrew S. Behesnilian.


ONE

THE FORBIDDEN MOUNTAIN


“Here was a mountain with character and variety to match its size! The challenge of the peak filled us with quick, suffocating eagerness.”

—Oliver S. Crosby, The American Alpine Journal, 1954



When I was twelve years old, an extraordinary book sat on the shelf in the bedroom I shared with my older brother. Next to volumes of the Junior Classics, The Jungle Book, and Scouting for Boys was a lesser-known title: The Forbidden Mountain. Written by French explorer Fernand Navarra, it recounted Navarra’s 1952 climb to the top of Mount Ararat in eastern Turkey, in hopes of finding Noah’s Ark. The book’s flyleaf claimed that “the Mountain of the Flood is the highest mountain in the world from base to summit.”

Paging through this book for the first time one evening as I lay on the lower bunk-bed, I was struck by the near inaccessibility of a place where border guards were grumpy and entry was frequently refused. And yet, what a fascinating place Forbidden Mountain depicted: the interior had captivating pictures of nomad camps on the mountain, and women wearing festive costumes while standing in pastures. But what enticed me most were photographs of the jagged terrain on the steep and permanently ice-capped Mount Ararat.

No legend was needed to lend this mountain an air of mystique in my eyes. Although the twelve-year-old me knew little about this region of the world halfway around the globe, it was tantalizing to read that the “forbidden” massif towered alongside countries with names like Turkey and Iran, and that the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, as the Russian bear was then known) had its arms around Armenian lands adjacent to the mountain. And the book referenced “the Kurdish,” a people I was to learn later held a national wish but lacked their own actual country. Lying there excited by this faraway mystery and wanting to know more, I said to my brother—who was on the top bunk listening through earphones to his Rocket-Radio (an early transistor radio of the day)—“One day, I’m going to climb Mount Ararat.” He was tuned in to the Top-Ten songs countdown on the radio and did not reply. I was not discouraged.

As best I can track it, that book (along with a boyhood of hiking and wilderness camping) inspired an adulthood of roaming oft-forgotten places living in the shadows of past glories, and my own personal pursuit of a life less ordinary. I’ve traveled to Timbuktu, taken a meandering road trip down dilapidated sections of the old historical Route 66, and slept in a yurt in Mongolia. As a husband and father, I’ve benefitted from a rare individual freedom adjacent to family obligations. You’re more likely to find me in North Korea than in Rome (where I’ve never been), or in Belarus rather than Belgium (where I’ve also never been). However, in spite of the many places I’ve journeyed, over the years the imperative of climbing Ararat drifted away from me.

That changed nearly two decades later, as I was clearing boxes of memorabilia and stumbled across my old copy of Forbidden Mountain; the red and brown cover art of a jeep in the foreground of a mountain was beguiling. It brought a flood of memories, and my childhood dream. I reminded myself: “I’m going to climb Mount Ararat.” But things were not as simple as they might have appeared when I was young. Despite the immediacy of the temptation, I had a job that kept my life at a hectic pace, built on the precept that I must work until the work is done. Much as I wanted to go, I told myself, “I just can’t,” and continued to squander time on what now, having retired from the business world to become a full-time author, seems like a comparatively irrelevant task—career building. The trade-off was that it brought business travel, often in the field of tourism and frequently with side jaunts.

So The Forbidden Mountain moved homes with me for another twenty years, earning a respected if ignored place amid a growing spread of bookshelves. I came to an age when I couldn’t wait to go to bed at night because I so much liked waking up in the morning. Still, something was unfulfilled.

One evening, as I was looking at a map of the Middle East, Mount Ararat drew my eyes to the cartography’s upper right hand corner. I remember thinking, What might come from a journey in eastern Turkey? Reminded of my adolescent commitment-to-self, I sought out The Forbidden Mountain from its place on the shelf. Rereading portions of it revived that longing I feel after hearing the whistle of a train—that tomorrow might find me somewhere completely different. I set my intentions, now much more determined, to see the mountain that had motivated a life of travels and have a walkabout on its slopes. Afterward I might venture among the oft-contested boundaries where Greater Ararat and Lesser Ararat sit, searching out the sources of both the truths and the fictions I had come to believe.
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The author’s tattered copy of Fernand Navarra’s 1956 book, The Forbidden Mountain.

I began to do some research. I found a guidebook to Turkey, which mentioned that trekking on Ararat offered an experienced hiker the opportunity to summit the mountain. Summit! Stand on top of! A fit outdoorsperson, the handbook assured—armed with determination, practicing proper field craft, and led by a knowledgeable local guide—could ascend the peak.

In less time than it took to finish my glass of wine, I’d made up my mind; I would join an expedition attempt to summit Mount Ararat the coming August. Summit. I clutched the word in my hand, opening and closing my fist around it as one would a stress ball.

Naturally, the uncertainty of success when it came to summiting a 16,854-foot (5,137-meter) Mountain (with a capital “M”) tempered my talk as departure neared. I’d trekked in the foothills of the Annapurna range in Nepal, hiked the Bandiagara Escarpment in West Africa, and climbed a few mountains in North America, all under 8,000 feet (2,500 meters), but I would in no way consider myself a seasoned climber. Just looking at pictures of Ararat was enough to convince me that I would have to take preparations and training for my climb very seriously (and even then, nothing was guaranteed). “I’m going to hike on Mount Ararat,” was all I would tell family and friends about the pending journey. Travels in far-off lands frequently bring unexpected difficulties, and I have a tendency to drift into awkward situations. When in the company of mischievous people, I’m easily led. I’m also no stranger to aborted intentions; I’ve taken plenty of trips where the feasibility of half-baked schemes quickly turned sour once I found myself on the ground. So, I did not mention my private plans to reach the mountaintop of Ararat. Such a statement seemed presumptuous to announce until the feat was accomplished, if it was.

I found several reputable mountain guiding services in eastern Turkey and, as is common elsewhere, just as many “chancers.” I homed in on one in particular, mainly because I liked the website’s confidence—when traveling to remote locations often overlooked by popular tourist guides, there sometimes isn’t much more information to go on. When this outfit’s guides did attempt to reach Ararat’s summit, their website implied, they were often successful. I also noticed that Zafer, a leader with the company, lived not far from Mount Ararat, in the Turkish city of Van.

Zafer’s email response to my inquiry confirmed that it could take two or more months to secure a Turkish permit to trek on Mount Ararat. He could help arrange that. “I will have your permit here when you arrive in Van.” It was spring when we first connected and he had not yet firmed up a climb date for mid-August. “I would try for us to begin the mountain on a Friday morning, if the weather is good. There can be thunder. Rain. Maybe rainbow.”

He set out his intentions. “First climb day leaves Doğubeyazit in morning. Truck will bounce you to between six and seven thousand-foot levels on mountain. There, physical trek begins.” The day would be a long climb, with packhorses carrying our provisions. “Aim for Base Camp around 10,000 feet. Next day climb to Camp II near 14,000 foot level.” The summit would be approached from there. “If people have difficulty with altitude, we use day to acclimatize.” From Camp II, one night—weather, conditioning, and health on our side—we would attempt the summit, leaving camp at 1:30 a.m., headlamps fastened. “Starting in the middle of the night, we climb mile and a half toward sunrise,” Zafer noted, saying we’d take at least five hours to make a gain of three thousand feet in altitude. August showed nighttime temperatures at this altitude to range from –4°F to 23°F (–20°C to –5°C). “The final thirteen hundred feet is over snow and ice and will be difficult. The summit wind can be forty to fifty miles an hour at the top.”

Zafer advised: “Bring an ice axe to Ararat. You won’t likely need it for the climb. But if you fall you may need one to keep from sliding off the mountain.”

Zafer’s colleague at the time, Dr. Amy Beam, an American educator living in Barbados, owned a company that provided logistics for climbers heading to Ararat, and she took over my booking. “Yes, I’ve been to Ararat,” she informed me via email, “while working with another guide.” She confirmed that August was the most favorable month to attempt an ascent, but stressed that at any time of the year, unpredictable weather made a big difference between successful and unsuccessful summits. “You may not reach the peak. Extra days are needed if the weather turns. Go only if you have patience.”

“How many other trekkers will be coming along?” I asked, hoping to hear “None.”

“We like small groups, perhaps six or eight at the most,” she replied. “There will be other groups from other nations on the mountain at the same time. Usually they are also small in size. Some trek only partway. It is a lot of work to summit.” She said that the plan was to depart Doğubeyazit and be on the mountain the morning of Friday, August 23rd.

That worked for me. It allowed time to apply for the permit as well as make air and train arrangements. A few days later, I was looking around online and realized that the August full moon would occur one day after we completed our ascent. The possibility of seeing a full moon over Mount Ararat took hold of me. I phoned Amy.

“Amy, can you imagine summiting Mount Ararat at night under a full moon?”

“That,” she said, “would be awesome.”

“Can we shift our mountain arrival date?” I begged. “Or spend a day trekking around?”

It sounded like she smiled over the phone. “Yes, we will delay your on-mountain start-off,” she said. “This will be a special journey. There is only one other person going right now anyway—a Welshman from China, or maybe a Chinese man from Wales, Ian. You’ll be in good company. He’s a climber; he’s been to the summit of Mount Kenya and to Everest Base Camp, and both are over seventeen thousand feet. I’ll email him the change.”

She added what I wanted to hear: “If the weather holds, you’ll leave Camp II at 1:30 a.m.—it will be dark! But you’ll climb Ararat under the light of a full moon.”

Before the trek could be confirmed, it needed a few more participants to make the trip financially worth the company’s while. Amy sent a note one day saying she’d had an inquiry from a “New York fellow. Architect. Sounds fit for the climb. Name’s Goran.” I received another email four days later, saying that “Charles of Ireland” had signed on. Then, to complete the team, “Patricia from Canada and the Dutchman Nicholas. They are coming together. He lives in Toronto.”

Our expedition was beginning to gel.

We are told that those who live at the foot of great mountains are often the last to climb them. Mount Ararat reinforces that idea. Although ancient oral and written accounts tell of Noah’s Ark landing there after navigating a flood-ravaged Earth, there is no record of anyone ever having climbed to the top of this dormant volcano before the nineteenth century. For millennia, the people living in Ararat’s shadow believed the mountain was un-climbable. Its year-round cap of snow and glaciers protected it, dissuading even those who gazed upon its heights on a daily basis.

For many centuries, locals believed that their gods would not let the mountain be climbed to the top—ever. (This didn’t mean that the mountain was never climbed, however; historical documents do reveal that its slopes1 were walked on.) Religious edicts from local Christian or Islamic authorities forbade approaching the sacred summit until the mid-1800s. Eventually, attitudes changed. Aided by monks and Kurdish shepherds, locals began welcoming visitors seeking to unravel the mystery of Ararat.

The early explorers of Ararat were therefore of two kinds: mountaineers, anxious for an exceptional climbing experience, and searchers, hoping to find evidence of Noah’s Ark.

There are many notable ascents of Mount Ararat. In 1829, the German scientist Friedrich Parrot led the earliest expedition to successfully ascend the craggy slopes. Russian Colonel Iosif Khodzko reached the top in 1850, as did an 1856 British expedition led by Major Robert Stuart. The Americans arrived with Oliver Crosby in 1951, but were forced to abandon their mission 150 feet (50 meters) from the summit as daylight faded and Crosby determined, “We had to get ourselves off of three thousand feet of snow and ice before dark.”

The Frenchman Fernand Navarra’s summiting of Ararat in the middle of the last century became ensnared in controversy around a relic he claimed to be from Noah’s Ark. Treks in search of the Ark in the 1970s and 1980s were also made by US astronaut James Irwin, whose trips attracted the thrust and parry of both religious traditionalists and non-believers, scientists siding with each. In contemporary claims, a Sino–Turkish team announced in 2010 that carbon dating of a wooden construction they found on the mountain confirmed it to be a part of the biblical Ark. That team’s ongoing pronouncements have been greeted by insatiable public curiosity.

Along with these more well-known ascents, numerous documentarians, geologists, searchers dubbed as “Arkeaologists,” and self-promoting fabricators have all taken to Ararat’s slopes, with varying degrees of success. Whether they are credible explorers or fact-distorting charlatans, their stories are primers for those either seduced by Mount Ararat’s fabled history or seeking an exhilarating experience in mountaineering.

If Ararat itself has gained celebrity status over the decades, it’s undoubtedly because of its connection to Noah, whose story of surviving a global flood plays a significant role in Abrahamic religions. Here’s one translation of Hebrew text, from the Book of Genesis:


God paid mind to Noah and all living-things, all the animals that were with him in the Ark, and God brought a rushing-wind across the earth, so that the waters abated.

The well-springs of Ocean and the sluices of the heavens were dammed up, and the torrent from the heavens was held back.

The waters returned from upon the earth, continually advancing and returning, and the waters diminished at the end of a hundred and fifty days.

And the Ark came to rest in the seventh New-Moon, on the seventeenth day after the New-Moon, upon the mountains of Ararat.



The “mountains of Ararat” refers to a range, located in the eastern end of Anatolia, not just the region’s namesake edifice. Yet Mount Ararat gets all the attention as the presumed landing site of Noah’s Ark, gaining prominence through mistranslation and interpretations. It has been nicknamed in a dozen different ways, including the Mountain of the Deluge or the Mountain of the Flood, the Mother Mountain, or even the Mother of Mountains. In Turkey, “The Holy Mountain” has been known as Ağrı Dağı, translated as “Steep Mountain,” or as “Mountain of Pain,” as well as Agri Dagh, “Mountain of the Ark.” In Arabic it is Nûh’s Mountain, or Kuh-e-Nûh, while in Armenian it is Masis. Kurdish designates it the Fiery Mountain: Çiyayê Agirî.
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Looking northward to the Ararat mountains' southern approach, the access route taken by the author's expedition. Mount Ararat at 16,854 feet (5,137 m) and Lesser Ararat at 12,782 feet (3,896 m) are the heights referenced herein (although also widely used are 16,945 feet [5,165 m] and 12,877 feet [3,925 m], respectively). All measurements include the thick, snow-covered ice cap.

“Ararat” itself is a version of Urartu, the earlier kingdom name. Both labels can be taken to mean Armenia. But no matter what name is used; in the minds of many, Ararat itself remains The Forbidden Mountain.

It quickly became clear during my research and preparations for this trip that traveling beyond Ararat would be complicated, as many of the border crossings were less than friendly and safe passage was far from guaranteed. From the peak of Mount Ararat, one can look on Armenia and Iran as well as the mountain’s current host country, Turkey. Visiting all three countries was necessary to my understanding the region. Iraq was not that far south either, and that intrigued me as well.

But traveling between these four countries is not just a matter of geographical logistics; it also involves staying on the right side of strained political relationships. Borders can lead to uneasy encounters. Prominent among these tensions is that between Turkey and Armenia. Their unresolved disputes can be traced back to what many now refer to as the Armenian Genocide, beginning during World War I, when over one million Armenians were killed or displaced in a single year. Sources vary, but many agree the Turkish government exterminated approximately 1.5 million Armenians in a seven-year period, starting as the Ottoman Empire fought through the war in cohesion with Germany, and continuing as the new Turkey evolved in the aftermath of World War I.

The Turkish-Armenians were Christian, while Turkey’s larger population was Muslim; established religious tolerance became strained. Along with that, land ownership and power over minorities were central to the conflict, as were neighboring geopolitical factors. Parts of the Armenian homeland were within the sphere of the Ottoman Empire. The Ottomans cast the Armenians as potential traitors who would side with the Allies to achieve independence after the war was won. In part, that was based on worry about Russian geopolitical expansion, including the courting of restless Armenians to fight the Ottomans against whom they’d protested throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century into the early years of the twentieth century.

Fearmongering about organized retaliation by the Armenians was used to justify preemptive action by the Ottoman forces. Now known as Red Sunday, in early 1915 numerous Armenian community leaders, academics, and elders were arrested and deported, many eventually killed, to prevent the remaining population from organizing to defend themselves. Many young Armenian males were sentenced to forced labor. Others were deported on mass marches into the Syrian Desert, in which the elderly and women and children were doomed to slow death by dehydration.

The abduction of Armenians was wide-ranging, systematic, and often brutal. Ottoman officials expropriated abandoned properties. The directing minds behind this effort had significant resources; the world’s press was manipulated, reportage was stifled, and swift retribution was meted out to any journalist who stepped out of line. The decimation of the Armenian population in Ottoman territory was thorough and devastating.

Henry Morgenthau, the American ambassador to Turkey in 1915, characterized the Ottoman government’s actions as a “campaign of race extermination.”2 In his memoir, Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story, Morgenthau wrote, “When the Turkish authorities gave the orders for these deportations, they were merely giving the death warrant to a whole race; they understood this well, and in their conversations with me, they made no particular attempt to conceal the fact.”

In 1918, the war’s victorious combatants were anxious for spoils as they negotiated settlement. Boundaries from prewar times were often ignored, and nations were reconfigured after the conflict. One Axis government petitioning for peace did so while flexing its muscles strategically: Germany’s ally, Turkey.

In the vast lands where Armenia and Turkey had lived amalgamated at the start of World War I, citizenry and ethnicities overlapped. In the cosmopolitan Ottoman Empire, identities blurred; absent single nationalistic terms, one might, for instance, be an Armenian Kurdish Jew. While disputes had erupted both in towns and in the countryside, peaceful coexistence was also prevalent.

At the war’s end, during the reassessment of borders, many provinces initially proposed as part of the country Armenia were reconfigured amid jurisdictional decisions that ignored history in favor of expediency. Among the geographical assets removed from within the new Armenian borders was Mount Ararat. That Mount Ararat, a long-time symbol in Armenian culture, is no longer a part of Armenia looms heavily over strained relationships between the two countries, even today.

This was the cultural and political climate I would be entering.

For three months, my pre-trip regimen was one of securing climbing gear, undertaking a fitness routine, and conducting as much research as I could about the area where I hoped to travel. I began packing for a long journey in various climates, getting good medical advice, and procuring supplies for safety and comfort. My immediate focus needed to remain on being physically fit, well organized, and mentally prepared to ascend what William Bueler’s Mountains of the World calls “one of the most impressive volcanoes on earth.”

I read of climbers who arrived ill equipped for the rigors of Ararat, and was determined not to be among them. The mountain demanded to be taken seriously, and its weather could be harsh, surprising, and unforgiving. Ararat was said to “defend itself” against climbers. You had to be able to adapt, or you could suffer defeat. A repeated inference I read from various websites was that the climb was for the “professional or amateur mountaineer,” with the emphasis on “mountaineer.”

Acquiring the necessary equipment was straightforward, including getting the ice axe Zafer advised. I had a large backpack that could accommodate the various clothing as well as camping paraphernalia, and it could be pulled on wheels through railway stations and airports or saddled onto a horse when on Ararat. Added was a lightweight daypack with cushioned air vents where it would rest against my back. New hiking boots were purchased, which I broke in by wearing every other day on steep hill climbs and forest walks. Alternate days were for a three-mile run. An hour twice a week at a fitness center concentrated on building core strength and encouraged a mindset that sorted out a better diet and dashed alcohol intake. I woke each day and checked the computer screen’s photograph of Mount Ararat, its summit looking both intimidating and achievable. As the trip neared I could see myself standing in that photo, at the top.

When my travel plan came up in conversation, I heard the same question over and over again: “Are you going to look for Noah’s Ark?” Maybe this shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. At first I responded with a smile and shouldered the question away with a “You can’t be serious” shrug, but frequently this was met with a sincere follow up query: “So, really, are you going to look for it?”

The well-known story of the Ark is a fundamental piece of early history for Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. What I knew about it was either from childhood or from Navarra’s book, which had been written over fifty years before, and is clearly an exaggerator’s account. As I delved into the backstory for Noah’s Ark and the flood, I was surprised by much of what I found. I could not at the time imagine the context this would provide for my entire journey.

First among my surprises: the commonly referenced account of Noah’s Ark was not the first flood story of its kind. Interestingly, the oldest written testimony yet discovered regarding a “Great Flood” recounts similar details: the sparing of a chosen man and his family, the collection of a necessary range of animals and food stocks, and a deluge that destroys all other living things. This first report comes from the Sumerians, a society with shared settlements around Mesopotamia. The Sumerian account, finally written down around 2000 BCE3, tells an age-old oral history about a massive flood that would have occurred prior (perhaps well prior) to 2700 BCE. The ancient Sumerian account offers an intriguing provenance to Noah’s subsequent appearance in Hebrew written records as chronicled in the Book of Genesis, which many scholars say was redacted and prepared between 538 and 332 BCE. Additionally, a corresponding story of Nûh, his boat, a flood, and the saving of his associates, appears in the Qur’an (Koran) as transcribed between 609 and 632 CE. Might it be possible that all of these stories share an origin?

In addition to their common narrative themes, all of these Great Deluge narratives from this part of the world share a similar ending—the massive vessel that survives the flood, and whose occupants allow life to continue on land after the flood waters recede, eventually comes to rest on a mountain.

Where do these flood stories4 and their various iterations come from? It is not just the religious connotations that are confounding. There is a huge mystery here, one not easily explainable, and it is tethered to the mountain I had decided to climb. So of course that sent me in search of more massive flood suppositions from the region.

Although enchanted by mythology and legends, I would not classify myself as religious. I would not consider many of the stories and history as told in the Torah, the Bible, or the Qur’an to be taken literally. But notwithstanding the circumstantial improbabilities, the story of Noah and his ark has captivated many people for a very long time, and the more I looked into the history of Ararat and the search for the Ark, the more intrigued I became.

For centuries, many who climbed on Mount Ararat were driven by the search for Noah’s Ark, in the firm belief it lay waiting for discovery. Consider the dictates of seventeenth-century Irish bishop Rev. James Ussher. Ussher’s 1650 book, Annals of the Old Testament, Deduced from the First Origins of the World, determined beyond a reasonable doubt (for the bishop’s era, and followers, done mathematically and relatively rationally based on the “begat” generations provided) that Earth was created on a Sunday—October 22, to be precise—in 4004 BCE. Ussher’s work-up, which in many ways simply reinforced common belief at the time, was that the Earth was no more than 6,000 years old. From that weekend in 4004 BCE to the Great Flood of Noah was, by Ussher’s reckoning, 1,656 years, and further, Noah’s craft came to land on Ararat on Wednesday, May 5, 2348 BCE. When the term “dinosaur” was first coined in the early 1840s, a popular theological explanation emerged of “age built in”5 to the earth at creation, furthering fanciful notions of dinosaurs and man coexisting, as though “God put bones in stones” to be found later by geologists.

Over the centuries, there have been numerous announcements claiming to have found remnants of the Ark on Mount Ararat. Archbishop and encyclopedist Isidore of Seville, back in the seventh century, stated, “Even to this day wood remains of it are to be seen.” The fact is that none of the numerous sightings or findings have ever been substantiated through the scientific method or corroborated by independent specialists. This, however, has done nothing to stifle a common acceptance that these stories or relics are actual proof of the Ark’s existence.

I emailed Amy, asking whether she knew an Ararat mountain guide named Paraşut whom I’d seen mentioned over the course of my research. “A website claims that he’s found an ice cave with frozen wood and other relics,” I explained. “That interests me. Do you think I might ramble around a couple of days with him?” The chance to climb in an ice cave, even if the alleged wooden contents were dubious, was alluring.

Her reply was circumspect. “He is … yes, a guide. The finding of beams … hmmm … in a cave at thirteen thousand feet on Mount Ararat … however …” She stopped there. “I will give you an email address. You can ask for his phone number.”

The doubter’s direction of my mind was reinforced, although having myself replaced rotting wood beams in a log cabin, I relished the possibility of confronting that skepticism directly, to stand in an ice cave and ask the guide about the doubtful durability of a wet, wooden structure surviving thousands of years.
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Cuneiform is an alphabet with hundreds of consonants, a syllabic system with shapes such as this tablet's information on apportioning a supply of beer. Without punctuation, paragraph breaks, or sentence structure as we know it, words simply follow one another. This form of writing was invented in Sumeria between 3300 and 3100 BCE. It is thought to have begun with symbols impressed on clay, denoting livestock and numbers for inventory. It was never a spoken language. Photo © The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

Riffling through research books in search of the earlier flood accounts, oral and written, I found more details about one that had an immediate impact on my travel plans. It related the aforementioned older-than-Noah story recounted in the Mesopotamian narrative from what is colloquially known as the “Flood Tablet”: the eleventh chapter from the Epic of Gilgamesh. Onto this tablet the story was pressed into clay with cuneiform characters around 2000 BCE. This powerful account continued to be retold over time and engraved onto newly shaped clay tablets, keeping the story alive in written form, though with inevitable variations during the copying process. A vast collection of these tablets was stored in the ancient Library of Nineveh, near present-day Mosul in Iraq. But with Nineveh’s destruction by the Medes in 612 BCE, and the later arrival of Babylonians, thousands of intact tablets were shattered into tens of thousands of fragments and buried for centuries. Some were carted off.

The Flood Tablet is thought to have been among the archaeological treasures discovered by an Englishman, Austen Henry Layard, in the 1840s during excavations alongside the man who has been called “the first archaeologist born and raised in the Middle East,” Hormuzd Rassam. Layard and Rassam appear to have transferred that tablet, not knowing what exactly it was or the secret it held, along with other holdings from the ancient library’s ruins, to the British Museum in London. And given the difficulty of deciphering cuneiform, it was over twenty-five years before anyone was able to find out what it said.

It was in 1872 that Assyriologist George Smith—“an intellectual pick-lock,” according to his friend Archibald Sayce—deciphered that particular tablet at the museum, with striking results. The story he discovered shocked the British public: an ark and flood narrative that antedated the timelines of the Biblical account. Smith was cast as both scholarly and blasphemous for revealing a story about a world-drowning outburst, a survivor’s boatload of migrating family and animals, all with a protagonist not named Noah, but, instead, Utnapishtim.

Could I possibly visit Nineveh where this work of literature had been rediscovered, and learn more about the tablet? I contacted the British Museum, seeking information on their current archeological activities in the vicinity. A brusque reply: “We’d not be permitted to travel there, even under military protection. Obviously, neither should you put yourself in harm’s way.” The ruins of the Library of Nineveh are across the Tigris River from the city of Mosul, a no-go area in northern Iraq at the time and, sadly, in the foreseeable future.
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The “Flood Tablet” (shown front view, at full size: 5.5 inches tall [15 cm] by 5 inches [13 cm] wide). The language used in ancient Assyria and Babylonia was Akkadian, and from it comes the Epic of Gilgamesh. The epic’s eleventh chapter was discovered during explorations in the mid-1800s undertaken in the ruins of the library of King Ashurbanipal, at Nineveh. Later deciphered at the British Museum, the tablet tells a flood story similar to that of Noah’s Ark in the Hebrew texts and Christian Bible, although written earlier and with a hero named Utnapishtim. Photo © The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

While strife with ISIS in Syria and Iraq had not begun at the time of my travels, I nevertheless found an instructive caution about travel in Iraq on the Lonely Planet website, from a writer who had crossed into Iraq from Turkey. After getting an entry visa at the border near Dohuk and staying one night, he advised: “Just don’t tell your relatives in advance if you’re going to try this.” Never one to be dissuaded so easily, I connived to get into Iraq and updated the roughed-out itinerary of my trip to Mount Ararat, hoping that after my climb on the mountain I could make my way to Turkey’s border with Iraq. And possibly cross over.

Seeing an image of the Flood Tablet with its, to me, indecipherable cuneiform characters piqued my inquisitiveness. I’d recently encountered instant eye fatigue brought on by pondering those angled symbols at length. The characters form one of the first writing structures, initiated between 3300 and 3100 BCE. These slanted and tilted figures developed as the Sumerian script. Earlier in this same year I was a delegate to an international summit concerning sport and tourism and peace. There were forty people from around the world attending the daylong gathering and I was seated next to an Olympian from Iran. He had with him a replica of the Cyrus Cylinder, an ancient clay piece about nine inches (23 centimeters) long and four inches (10 centimeters) wide. He spoke about it with pride and vision, calling it “the first declaration of human rights,” and told the assembly it was written in 539 BCE.

British Museum archeologists discovered the Cyrus Cylinder in 1879, during excavations in what was then the Ottoman Empire. Cyrus appears in the Hebrew Bible. He was a Zoroastrian, a member of the first monotheistic religion, established in Iran 3,500 years ago by the Prophet Zoroaster. Under Cyrus the Great, Persia became “tolerant of all faiths.”

The Olympian told us that Cyrus was the founder of Persia, today’s Iran, and that his “message of religious tolerance is needed today.” After the assembly adjourned the Olympian gifted the cylinder to me. I have it in my home. It is a quality reproduction and the complexity of its marks is mesmerizing. I planned to visit the British Museum and see the original of the Cyrus Cylinder—and the original of the Flood Tablet—on my return route from Mount Ararat.

A few days before leaving for Turkey, I visited my neighborhood pharmacy for medicine that would prevent mountain sickness. To avoid altitude illness, I had been told to begin taking it four days before my ascent, and to continue throughout the entire climb, finishing two days after I was off the mountain.

“Where are you going with this?” the pharmacist asked me as he rang up my purchase.

“Mount Ararat. Eastern Turkey,” I replied, embarrassingly pleased that he’d asked.

What would turn out to be a pivotal part of my journey wasn’t the pharmacist’s response, but the reply I heard behind me, from another customer in line: “You’ll love it there. It’s beautiful.”

I turned around to see a young man smiling. “Really, beautiful.”

“You’ve been there?” I said. “To Ararat?”

“Not there,” he said, “but close. My family is from northern Iraq. Kurdistan. Erbil. My dad was home to visit his brothers and parents four months ago.”

“Iraq?” I felt the universe colluding in my favor. “Mind if I wait while you finish up here and ask you some questions?”

He nodded happily and introduced himself. “My name is Andam.”

I paid for my prescription and waited near the door while he made his purchase. A wash of ideas came over me. We left the store and walked away together as I peppered him with questions.

“Erbil is safe,” he said. “It’s where my uncles, my cousins live. My grandfather too.”

“Do you think I could get there?” I asked.

“You should phone my dad,” he offered.

The next morning I phoned Taha, Andam’s father, who was expecting my call. He suggested that, since I was about to leave town, we meet that evening. So it was that, two nights before departing, I met Taha Jabbar at his favorite coffee shop. He was quick to smile and captivated me with his storytelling, accented with a raspy voice.

“I think you’ll be safe,” he said. “Stay near Erbil. Do not go to Mosul. Do not go to Kirkuk. Not secure. Erbil, now, is calm. It is Kurdish land. We are Kurds,” he informed me, seeming unsure that I understood his meaning.

The broader concept of Kurdistan as its own country flows together with the mountain I was going to climb. Mount Ararat, formally on the border of Turkey and Armenia, is also considered the northern corner of a country that does not technically exist, of what some believe should be a united Kurdistan nation, expanding out of Iraq to include a touch of Syria’s northeast, a long, narrow portion of Iran, and an eastern section of Turkey. Together, many Kurds hope, this area would one day form a sovereign nation, along the lines once envisioned by the Western forces. The United States and others encouraged the concept of an autonomous Kurdistan after World War I, through the Treaty of Sèvres in 1920. But Turkey outmaneuvered those plans at the time (abetted by certain Western powers6), and the result has been ongoing insurgent fighting, where contested realms are seldom safe.

Because of this, I wondered about Erbil and the long-fought-over northern reaches of Iraq actually being secure. Taha cautioned me not to travel overland through disputed territory in far eastern Turkey, which I had looked into as a possible bus route from Van to Iraq. But he did not discourage me from finding another way to get to Iraq. After half an hour, our cups were empty and our conversation finished. We shook hands and said our farewells. I left with a safe fear.

As I walked home through dark streets, I knew late night would bring the closing sliver of the old moon. Soon I would begin two weeks of travel toward my hoped-for sight of a full moon over Mount Ararat.

I reached our townhouse and fifteen minutes later the phone rang.

“Rick, it’s Taha. I’ve been thinking. I trust you. I will give you a letter to introduce you to my family in Iraq. On the envelope I will write a note with their phone numbers. If you can get into Iraq, show the envelope to a taxi driver. He will phone them. They will meet you and help you find a hotel. Probably they will take you for a meal.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Rick? Is it OK?”

“Taha,” I said, overwhelmed by his generosity, “I’ve no idea if I can get into Iraq. If I do, I’ll owe the experience to you.”

We met again the following morning, the day before I was to leave, at a schoolyard up the street from where I live. Taha’s wife, Gulie, was with him; Sean, my youngest son, was with me. It occurred to me that this might be a final character check by each of us.

“Can you read this?” Taha asked, handing me an envelope with a beautiful—and, to me, incomprehensible—style of cursive Arabic or Persian script, written from right to left, flowing as smooth as a horizon of sand dunes. I thought it was written in Farsi at first, which it was not; I am habitually travel-hampered by early assumptions, and this would prove to be another mistake. Among all the conjoined words, the only characters I recognized were those I took to be the promised telephone numbers. The envelope was sealed.
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Taha Jabbar at 19 years old in 1974 as a member of the Peshmerga, who battle to this day for Kurdish independence. After fighting Saddam Hussein’s forces decades ago, he led his pregnant wife Gulie and their two year-old Andam (whom I’d meet as an adult at a pharmacy 72 hours before my departure) on a rugged mountain escape. They hid by day and climbed by night, ever so dangerously traveling from Iraq to Iran and eventually out of the Middle East to a new life in North America. This photograph conveys a man characterized by resilience, tenacity, and confidence and, I believe, integrity. His was a handshake I needed to trust.

Taha and Gulie laughed at something she’d said in a language I’d never heard before. He explained: “In Kurdish, she says that you will love our family. You must go.”

“I do hope to see Iraq,” I said, reaching for his hand.

“Say hello to my father for me,” he said, a tear cornering his eye.

“And to my sister,” said Gulie.

“And to my brother,” Taha added. “He’s married to her sister.”

A chance encounter in a pharmacy had opened up a new path for me. Would I ever be able to make it into Iraq to take them up on their offer?

From my own family, the reactions to my desire to visit Iraq were slightly less enthusiastic.

Sean: “Get me a message if you’re going in. I’ll alert an embassy. Just in case.”

My oldest son, Brent, thinking one of us would find a way to decipher the information within the envelope, or at the least that those words should be kept on record, emailed: “I’ve steamed open the envelope, pdf’d the two-page letter and pdf’d the note on the front. I emailed you and Sean and Janice copies.” His actions eased my guilty conscience. Under the reasonable guise of safety and despite my inclination to trust this person I had only recently met, I wanted to know what the letter said. But Taha’s private message to his family remained respectfully hidden behind a script unreadable to us.

My wife, Janice: “You’re what? You’re going into Iraq carrying a letter that you can’t read, from someone you don’t know, and showing it to border guards and taxi drivers?”

Me: “Right, OK. I won’t show it to the border guards. And before I get there I’ll find someone to tell me what it says.”

Though I was leaving behind my cell phone, I promised to try and send an email to the three of them if I thought I might get into Iraq. It would say, “I’m going south.” At least, that was the plan.

So it was that I embarked on an odyssey to Mount Ararat with hopes for travels not only in Turkey but possibly Iraq and Iran or Armenia, as well as to return home via the British Museum in London. After decades of procrastination, I was finally on my way to the forbidden mountain, and beyond.
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Map of the region highlighted on this book's introductory Locator Map (page viii), featuring Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Armenia, the countries within which the author traveled. This map also forms the reference base of subsequent maps in the book.



1   In 275 BCE, the Babylonian historian Berossos wrote of the Ark that it was “still seen in Kurdish Mountains of Armenia,” bolstering his claim by noting, “The people scrape off the bitumen (from the ark), carry it away and make use of it.”

2   The word genocide did not exist until World War II. Learning of the Holocaust, Winston Churchill said, “We are in the presence of a crime without a name.” In August 1939, Adolph Hitler had asked, “Who, after all, speaks today of the annihilation of the Armenians?” Polish lawyer Raphael Lemkin’s research into the 1915 Armenian Massacre was about to give that crime a name. He conflated a Greek term for “birth” with one for “massacre,” creating the term “genocide.” The 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide entrenched its use for “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.”

3   BCE = Before Common Era, CE = Common Era, secular terms replacing the Gregorian Calendar’s BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini—In the Year of Our Lord).

4   At the core of any flood hypothesis is the provocative question: Did a devastating, wide-ranging deluge ever occur in or near the Mesopotamia region, inundating the land and killing inhabitants? Geological surveys say that isolated and localized floods occurred—although such studies clarify the comparatively modest scope and scale of such events. On the matter of an enormous flood, if one did occur, speculation regarding its cause abounds. Included is a chaos of swelling waters brought about by another planet passing too near the earth with a gravitational pull influencing giant tides; a massive asteroid or comet with an Earth-altering slam that tilted the water flow of oceans; or the intense ice age melt inducing the Tigris and Euphrates rivers to back up, overflow, and overwhelm both the landscape and collective memory.

5   Contemporary Orthodox creationist beliefs are a product of the Protestant Reformation, emerging long after the advent of Christianity. Journalist Douglas Todd, writing in October 2014, quotes that “43 percent of Americans (16 percent of Britons, 24 percent of Canadians, by way of further examples) accept the creationist teaching that the earth is less than 10,000 years old, which means they reject the established scientific view the universe began roughly 13.82 billion years ago.” He references that “roughly 60 percent of the world’s Muslims are creationists.” Pope Francis, at the Pontifical Academy of Sciences in 2014, cautioned, “When we read about Creation in Genesis, we run the risk of imagining God was a magician, with a magic wand able to do everything.”

6   With high concentrations of Kurds in the newly established (1920) mandates (French over Syria and British over Iraq), the French and British also declined to cede territory to the Kurds. In 1923 the earlier pledge to grant Kurds their own country was annulled by the Treaty of Lausanne, wherein the modern borders of Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Greece, Bulgaria, Egypt, and Sudan were established and a Kurdistan was not. Oil was “officially” discovered in the Kurdish portions of the new Iraq later in 1923.


TWO

THE BOSPORUS STRAIT


“The question is, was there a mother of all floods? … We went in there [the Black Sea] to look for the flood … Not just a slow moving, advancing rise of sea level, but a really big flood that then stayed … The land that went under stayed under.”

—Robert Ballard, Institute for Exploration, Sea Research Foundation, Inc.



I arrived late in the night, and Istanbul’s Atatürk Airport greeted me with a cavernous yawn. The airport hotel was more welcoming: the front desk clerk poured his newly registered guest a glass of wine before locking up the liquor cabinet for the night.

I awoke in the morning impatient; there was much to do. Janice would arrive that evening on a flight from London. Together we’d take a connecting flight to Cappadocia to have a few vacation days before I left alone by train, eastbound toward Mount Ararat, and she returned to work in England. I skipped breakfast and ran out of the hotel to hail a taxi. Hopping in the back seat, I started instructing the driver in rapid English. He calmed me: “Slowly. Slowly. Please.”

“I need to buy a train ticket,” I explained—more slowly, I hoped.

“Sirkeci Istasyonu,” he said. “Train station,” he interpreted.

As we walked up the station stairs, the striking oriental rotunda, contrasting with the long reach of the functional terminal’s expanse, gave the impression that competing architects had had a hand in designing it, which I later found out was not the case. The imposing building certainly deserved a look-round; it was, after all, until 1977, the terminus for the Orient Express. But the taxi driver hustled me into a ticket line and waited until the agent nodded in our direction.

The driver’s request in Turkish was clear even to me, beginning with, “He wishes to board a train from …” He halted and looked at me. We’d not talked about where I was going, but his presumption hung in the air; I was a westerner and heading further into Europe.

“Cappadocia to Lake Van,” I said.

I felt his immediate hesitation. Looking at the agent and at the national map, this clearly meant a train service called the Van Gölü Express, which ran from Ankara to the city of Tatvan on Lake Van, far in the east of the country, where it connected with a ferry service that carries the train’s passengers across the lake to the city of Van, on the opposite shore.

Hearing the agent’s reply, the driver turned to me. “Yes, he says, there is no train.”

“Well, there is a train,” I said. “I know that.”

“Yes, it is true,” he revised. “There is a train. But not from here.”

“I don’t want it from here. I would like to board near Cappadocia, perhaps Kayseri, and have my ticket through to Van.”

The taxi driver again turned to the clerk, who had gone back to looking down at the counter, wishing we had left. From their exchange I was told: “Yes, you can do that, but not buy ticket here. Must go to station different—Haydarpaşa railway station. I will drive us there. It is across the strait, on Asia side of Istanbul. You are heading from Europe Turkey into Asia Turkey, across bridge.”

Back in the taxi, we began to talk. I told him it was my first visit to Istanbul and that I was here for only one day. He asked, “You go back to hotel later?”

“Yes, eventually.”

“Then we go by ferry boat. It is a prettier way. You see Istanbul better.” I soon realized he’d just booked himself a return fare. As we drove the streets, the driver encouraged me to visit the Blue Mosque, built in the early 1600s and identified by the colored tiles lining the walls of its interior, which he pointed out as we passed. He was adamant that his home city compelled a visit of at least several days, which would include tours of the Tokapi Palace and the Grand Bazaar. He steered toward the E-5 Karayolu, which would take us over the bridge across the strait and eventually to Istanbul’s other major train station.

The driver’s name was Toygar, and he asked about my plans for traveling in eastern Turkey. Hearing my reply that I would spend time in Van, he became a travel adviser. “They are Kurds there, too. Different. Language, food, all is different. As if other country. But it is ours, still. All Turkey.”

“You should today take boat tour on Bosporus.” This was something I could not do as part of my limited stay in Istanbul. Toygar knew that so he encouraged a return visit, implying that all real travelers visiting Turkey stuck to Istanbul, and insinuated that I was lacking as an adventurer because I was skipping it. “There is much less in east. Your stay here would be superior.”

As we crossed a long bridge, Toygar shifted his tour guide persona to that of a history buff. “This is the Istanbul Strait. Very famous. Also called Bosporus Strait. One side, us now when going onto bridge, is Europe. In moment, on other side of bridge we will be in Asia. Marvel place, this.” I passed over the threshold.

He asked specifically where my travels would take me. On hearing “Mount Ararat,” he used instead its Turkish name. “Agri Dagh? No train to there.”

“Yes, but a train will get me near there. To Tatvan,” I replied, sensing a chance to nudge him into conversation about Agri Dagh’s legend. He stepped into it, though it took a minute.

Raising an eyebrow to his rearview mirror, he asked, “Noah’s flood?”

Toygar offered a narrative twist on the mountain and myth. “The great flood came through here,” he said, motioning to the waters below the bridge. “Through Bosporus. You know?”

I knew, but not much. There is a hypothesis7 that around 5600 BCE, the force of the waters of the Bosporus, then an inlet restrained by an isthmus of bedrock at its northern reach, burst the natural dam, cascading a flood of Mediterranean saltwater (its waters becoming the Aegean Sea and moving through the Dardanelles Strait into the Sea of Marmara) through the Bosporus Strait into the then existing body of freshwater and creating what is today’s Black Sea. Such a catastrophe would have generated a flood of Biblical proportions.

Soon Toygar’s taxi neared the double-spire-fronted terminal of Haydarpaşa Station8 and we parked. Haydarpaşa has graced Istanbul’s Kadiköy neighborhood since 1872, though the neoclassical building we approached came from expansion and replacement in the early 1900s. Toygar accompanied me to the terminal, not waiting to be asked for his help. A more amenable commercial agent nodded as I spoke in English while Toygar hastened to explain the ticket requirement in Turkish. I stopped speaking; neither of them were listening to me.

“Yes, you can get ticket on Van Gölü Express, but not all the way to Tatvan,” said Toygar.

“But I want a ticket all the way!” I protested.

“Then no ticket.”

I was close to a train journey I’d scouted online before leaving home, had read was reliable, and was much looking forward to taking, for I’d heard it covered beautiful country. I pleaded with my eyes, but it was not to be.

“Repairs,” said Toygar. “The train ran yesterday, it will tomorrow. Other days, it runs too. But date you want, it is not. It has repairs that day.” I watched him argue with the clerk, hoping that he was advocating for my travel preferences, although he might have been arguing local politics or ordering lunch, for all I knew. Whatever the case, the two men were not agreeing. Neither one liked the other very much.

“You will get to Tatvan,” Toygar said with more confidence than I felt after hearing their terse words. “Possibly over switched transportation, to bus.” I passed the money to the clerk. He handed me a train ticket.

My ordeal wasn’t over. “Toygar, there is also the Trans-Asia Express. I need a ticket to take me from Van, a month from now, to Tehran.”

The man behind the counter smiled for the first time. “Trans-Asya Ekspresi,” he uttered. I think his enjoyment came from making a full interpretation of the request.

I was sure he said “güvenilmez.” It was a word I’d concentrated on during my drives between work and home, listening to Turkish language lessons in my car. It meant “unreliable.” Along with greetings and place names, güvenilmez was a word I had prepared myself to encounter in eastern Turkey.

Toygar confirmed. “He can sell you ticket for Iran. But the Trans-Asya Ekspresi he says is unreliable.”

“I’ll take the chance.”

Having the two different train tickets in hand, I could sense my journey before me. I would make my way by the Van Gölü Express as far as allowed, ride the bus to Tatvan, and take a ferry from there further into eastern Turkey. Arriving in Van, I would attempt to summit Mount Ararat out of nearby Doğubeyazit, then fill an uncommitted two weeks with spur-of-the-moment travels in Kurdish lands. I would make every effort to spend time in Iraq if possible, later returning to the city of Van, and board the Trans Asya Ekspresi into Iran. This plan offered me ample unstructured time. If Iraq failed to come about, Armenia was the fallback. Eventually, I’d fly out of Tehran to London and keep an appointment with Dr. Jonathan Taylor, Assistant Keeper of Cuneiform Collections in the British Museum’s Department of the Middle East, to share some of whatever I learned and, I hoped, get some answers to my evolving questions regarding early oral and written stories about massive flooding anywhere near the Ararat region.

Toygar slowed near a trinket stand at the station’s exit and put his palm behind an eye symbol on a flock of key rings. “The influence of evil eye is fact,” he said. “That was stated by Muhammad. Be careful. Know when it is looking at you.”

His concern for my spiritual risks passed. “I will take you on the ferry boat across the river. You should touch this history water.”
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