

Menekşe Upҫin was born in 1969 in the Eastern Anatolian province of Dersim, now better known by its Turkish name, Tunceli. Her family belongs to the Zaza ethnic minority. She spent her childhood in the remote villages of Armane and Cirtig, amidst a magnificent mountain landscape. This tranquillity, however, is deceptive, for the region is politically very turbulent. Following the Turkish military coup of 1980, conditions all but descend into civil war. At just 16 years of age, on 2 September 1985, Menekşe Upçin witnesses her mother being shot dead at home. The secret police and the military then arrest the teenage Menekşe and one of her older brothers, falsely accusing them of having links to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). During several months in detention, they are harassed and tortured with electric shocks before being released – severely traumatised. Yet her mother’s violent death is never solved, let alone atoned for. After a series of detours, Menekşe Upçin arrives in the Rhine-Main region in 1990 as an asylum seeker. She finishes her schooling, successfully completes vocational training as a kindergarten teacher, and finds work in kindergartens in Mainz, Wiesbaden and Frankfurt. One area of particular focus for her is museum education and intercultural work. Menekşe Upçin holds her own in everyday life. But the terrible events of her youth continue to haunt her. She experiences flashbacks time and again, reliving the dramatic scenes of her past. Yet Upçin never loses her zest for life. In her book, she takes readers with her on her travels – for instance to the USA, Canada and Australia, which part of her family, now scattered across the globe, calls home. Menekşe Upçin lives in Frankfurt am Main.

Martin Feldmann (born 1956) worked for almost 30 years as an editor at the newspaper Frankfurter Rundschau. He has been a freelance writer since 2013. In 2017, he self-published a book on the history of the Frankfurt blues and jazz club Sinkkasten (1971–2011) – as a contribution to the ‘Local Historians’ project of the Stiftung Polytechnische Gesellschaft Frankfurt am Main. In the 1970s and 1980s, Feldmann travelled across the USA five times, photographing both well-known and obscure blues musicians. His reports on the African-American music scene were published in specialist magazines and the Frankfurter Rundschau. In 2023, readers of the US magazine Living Blues voted his self-published book Further On Up the Road the “Best Blues Book of 2022”. Seventeen backpacking trips took him to Australia, New Zealand and the islands of the South Pacific. In his reports, he covered destinations including Western Australia, the Northern Territory, Tasmania, Lord Howe Island, New Zealand, the Chatham Islands, the Cook Islands, Niue, Tahiti, Tuvalu, Christmas Island (Kiritimati) in Kiribati, Nauru and Vanuatu. But Feldmann never travelled to Turkey. As a result, he knew very little about the diverse cultures and people of this politically turbulent yet deeply impressive country – making recording Menekşe Upçin’s moving life story a particular challenge. Feldmann lives in the Sachsenhausen district of Frankfurt.
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In memory of my

mother Merba and

my father Irfan




“All the good that you do

will be repaid one day.”

Words of wisdom from my parents




Table of Contents


	Foreword

	Introduction to the English edition

	CHAPTER 1 Childhood in Armane

	CHAPTER 2 The Zaza and visits from the Pir

	CHAPTER 3 Life in the countryside

	CHAPTER 4 Gatherings under the old pear trees

	CHAPTER 5 Political tensions

	CHAPTER 6 The dramatic 2 September 1985

	CHAPTER 7 In the notorious torture prison

	CHAPTER 8 Re-arrest

	CHAPTER 9 Visa for Germany and asylum application

	CHAPTER 10 Move to Frankfurt

	CHAPTER 11 The wedding

	CHAPTER 12 Professor Filtzinger’s educational project

	CHAPTER 13 At demonstrations against CASTOR transports

	CHAPTER 14 Iskenderun, Istanbul and New York

	CHAPTER 15 Deep mourning for our father

	CHAPTER 16 Back to Frankfurt

	CHAPTER 17 Down Under

	CHAPTER 18 Trip to Canada

	CHAPTER 19 Broken heart

	CHAPTER 20 Interesting encounters at the film festival

	CHAPTER 21 Our brother Ali dies unexpectedly

	CHAPTER 22 In the shadow of Abraham Lincoln

	CHAPTER 23 Escape to Samos

	CHAPTER 24 Back with my family in Australia

	CHAPTER 25 Fate deals another blow

	CHAPTER 26 An apocalypse

	CHAPTER 27 A new beginning

	CHAPTER 28 Portraits of my siblings

	Afterword

	Acknowledgements





Foreword


[image: ]

Dr Nargess Eskandari-Grünberg

© City of Frankfurt am Main

Photo: Katharina Dubno


Dear readers,

The autobiography When Time Stood Still by Menekşe Upçin moved me deeply. It is a powerful illustration of the words of Audre Lorde:

“I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own.”

Our struggles are intertwined.

All too often, it is women who suffer the most from political persecution, structural injustice and social exclusion. Experiences of trauma, disenfranchisement and silence run through many life stories, particularly those of migrant women, and yet they too rarely find their way into the public eye.

It therefore takes great courage to put a story like this into writing and publish it.

The fate of the young Kurdish woman Jina Mahsa Amini, who died in custody in Iran, has dramatically brought home to us how oppression and violence become global symbols. This universal dimension is also evident in Menekşe Upçin’s biography: individual experience is part of a larger, shared struggle for freedom.

It tells of suffering, yet at the same time of the strength to stand up against injustice and oppression day after day.

The fact that Menekşe Upçin lives in Frankfurt today and raises her voice from here fills me with gratitude. Our city is a place of diversity, where stories like hers become visible and are heard. Frankfurt is not only her home; it is also a space where remembrance, resistance and hope are intertwined.

Jin, Jiyan, Azadî – Woman, Life, Freedom
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Dr Nargess Eskandari-Grünberg

From 2021 to 2026 Mayor of the City of Frankfurt am Main

Head of the Department for Diversity, Anti-Discrimination and Social Cohesion




Introduction

to the English edition

This autobiography is, above all, an attempt to come to terms with my traumatic experiences as a teenager in my old home in Eastern Anatolia. I was just 16 when my mother was shot dead in our house in the small village of Armane in 1985. Following the Turkish military coup of 1980, conditions akin to civil war prevailed in the town and the province of the same name, Dersim, also known by its even older Zaza name, Mamekiye. The official Turkish name for the town and the province is Tunceli.

At the time, the police did not identify the real perpetrators. Instead, they arrested me, a minor, and one of my brothers. We spent several months in prison, where we were tortured. Our mother’s violent death was not investigated at all. Instead, my brother was pressured to sign a confession admitting to having been involved in a PKK raid on a police station. No-one in our family had ever had anything to do with the PKK, whose guerrilla fighters had retreated into the rugged mountains of the region around Dersim. It was only after six months – with a brief interruption – that a judge in Dersim ordered my brother and me to be released. We were innocent, he said. But the violent death of my mother and the circumstances surrounding it were never clarified. It was obviously a conspiracy by the military and the secret police. At that time, there were thousands of violent crimes and mass murders in Eastern Anatolia, for which the perpetrators were never held to account or punished.

Our family, now scattered across the globe, belongs to the Zaza ethnic minority in Eastern Anatolia, a group that has long suffered persecution. The Zaza, estimated to number up to four million and also known as Kirmanc in the Dersim region, speak their own language and have their own religion. They campaign for democracy and human rights. The Alevi population in the Dersim region, to which many Zazas feel they belong, was under general suspicion by the Turkish military of supporting the guerrillas.

Amidst the chaos of the time, our family had to abandon our property in Armane.

After difficult years in Iskenderun on the Mediterranean, where two of my brothers were now living, I moved to Germany in 1990 and applied for asylum. My father had been working on the blast furnace at Buderus in Wetzlar since the 1960s, and three of my brothers were already in Germany. I had to overcome many obstacles to obtain permanent residency.

After getting married in Wiesbaden, I caught up on my secondary school qualifications and began training as a kindergarten teacher, while also taking part in an intercultural education project led by the renowned scholar Professor Otto Filtzinger, which was funded by the European Union and the state of Rhineland-Palatinate.

At the time, I lived with my then husband in an alternative house-sharing community in Wiesbaden that campaigned for civil rights, peace and environmental protection. Together with my friends in Wiesbaden, I travelled to demonstrations against the new Runway 18 West at Frankfurt Airport and to Gorleben to protest against CASTOR transports. During this time, I discovered the passionate music of the Argentine clarinettist Giora Feidman, known as the ‘King of Klezmer’, and attended many of his concerts. This was the start of my interest in Jewish culture.

After qualifying as a state-certified kindergarten teacher at the College of Social Work in Ludwigshafen – having now acquired German citizenship – I worked for decades in kindergartens in Mainz, Wiesbaden and Frankfurt. One of my main areas of focus in Frankfurt was museum education. Many trips took me abroad – including to the USA, Canada and Australia. Two of my brothers live in Melbourne, Victoria.

But the traumatic experiences of my youth keep catching up with me in nightmares. Images, sounds and smells can suddenly trigger flashbacks and transport me back to the past, and I am overcome by intense panic. These anxiety attacks are exhausting and take a long time to recover from. Fortunately, I have the support of my dear siblings and friends.

Even as a young girl, I wanted to be a fashion designer. Unfortunately, that dream never came true. But fashion and beautiful things remain my passion. They help me take my mind off things and stop me dwelling on my terrible past. It’s probably a kind of defence mechanism – and that’s a good thing.

After all this time, it is very important to me to draw attention to all the injustices that we have suffered. Of course, this is also a huge challenge for me and my siblings, given that we have always preferred to live anonymously.

Menekşe Upҫin, Frankfurt am Main, summer 2026




CHAPTER 1


Childhood in Armane
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My mother Merba and my brother Apo


My mother Elif, known as Merba, was out walking when her labour began. She managed to make it to the farm of her brother-in-law Mehmet, also known as Memo, in the village of Cirtig. I was born there on 1 February 1969 – just like my siblings, without a midwife present. Women from the family and the neighbourhood, all of whom had experience with such matters, helped with the birth.

My older brother Apo rushed to our house in the village of Armane – some 20 kilometres away – and informed my father Irfan and the rest of the family. “Our little sister is a pretty baby with fair skin and blonde hair,” Apo is said to have shouted. At least, that is the story.
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My parents


As spring was approaching, my parents named me Menekşe, meaning violet. Originally, I was to be named Fidan after my paternal grandmother. Fortunately, they didn’t, as this is a very common name in Turkey.

The early years of my childhood in our village of Armane were mostly happy and carefree. We lived surrounded by nature – in a magnificent landscape of mountains, hills, deep gorges and plenty of woodland. These are the foothills of the Munzur Dağları mountains. There was no electricity in the villages. We had to carry water home from the well in heavy metal buckets. In harsh winters with metres of snow, we burned wood we had chopped ourselves in open fireplaces. Almost every room had one of these fires, and we slept directly in front of them. On winter nights, temperatures dropped to as low as minus 30 degrees. Nowadays, due to climate change, it has become milder there.
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With my mother and my brother Cetin in the 1970s


Next to the main house stood several buildings and pens for goats, sheep and cattle, as well as barns for fodder such as leaves and hay. Animals also found shelter on the ground floor beneath the living quarters of the large house. That is where we raised the young livestock. Lambs, kids and calves were our playmates. We were afraid of wild animals – especially wolves and jackals in winter. In summer, we also had to watch out for brown bears and snakes.

Before I started school, I spent almost three years mostly at my uncle Memo’s remote home in the village of Cirtig. He kept a few horses and bulls there as a hobby. He was considered an eccentric who often talked to himself. But because of his nature – sometimes a bit headstrong – he was held in high regard in the region. From two marriages, he had a total of eight children, who were always closely connected to our family. I still remember that, as a little girl, I had to help out on the farm and act as a babysitter. Once, when I was looking after my three-month-old cousin, he fell out of the hammock at home. Fortunately, he wasn’t hurt because he was wrapped in a thick blanket. But I – still a child myself – felt terribly guilty. I should never have been left in charge of the baby at that age.
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The remains of the village of Armane today
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Where our house in Armane once stood
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Where the cattle once grazed



[image: ]

One of the wells below our house
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A water bucket from our house
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A drinking vessel from our house


I was very afraid of the stream, the Kars, that ran below the house. My uncle’s second wife was always giving me chores to do. For instance, when the baby was asleep, I had to go and gather wood in the nearby wood beyond the stream. When a thunderstorm broke out, the stream swelled into a raging river and I could no longer cross it to get back. For hours I sat on the bank in the wind and rain, crying, trying in vain to reach the other side. A relative who lived in a house on a nearby hill finally spotted me and rushed to my aid. She carried me to the other side so that I would be safe. Later, she confronted my aunt and accused her of being irresponsible for exposing me to such danger.
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My uncle Mehmet


In fact, flooding was a frequent problem, as the stream would burst its banks, particularly in spring during the snowmelt. It would flood my uncle’s property, so that we sometimes had difficulty getting into the single-storey house without getting our feet wet. The rooms and the stables too – everything was under water. Sometimes, animals were swept away by the water and drowned. The stream flows into the Cem a little further down, which in turn flows into the larger Munzur towards Dersim.

To be honest, the situation at my aunt and uncle’s house eventually became unbearable and I could not be expected to stay any longer. I felt neglected by my parents, as my mother, Merba, lived and worked on our own farm in Armane, while my father was toiling away in Germany.

Eventually, my older siblings decided I could no longer stay at my relatives’ farm, as I lacked a sense of security there. They argued that I should finally attend the nearest school in Çiçekli. So they brought me home and enrolled me – belatedly – at the school. It was a two-and-a-half-hour walk from Armane. Because our village was so isolated, schoolchildren had to be at least eight years old to cope with the hardships, especially in winter. To this end, small groups were formed – led by the older girls and boys. Nevertheless, these treks through mountainous terrain remained very dangerous – especially in the cold season with heavy snow and the risk of avalanches. Adults often accompanied us children to protect us. In winter, we also had to reckon with the possibility of being attacked by wolves. Looking back, I have to say that, because I started school late, I lagged behind in my development compared to children of the same age, which made me feel ashamed and sad. But little by little, I was able to catch up.

Of course, language barriers also played a part, as the villages in the area mostly spoke Zazai (also known as Zazaki) and the Northern Kurdish dialect Kurmanji. The languages of ethnic minorities were strictly forbidden in school for political reasons, as the prohibition signs on the walls made clear. Teachers ensured that we children spoke only Turkish, even during breaks. Anyone who failed to comply was punished by the teachers, who hit their hands with a pointer or slapped them across the face. As a punishment, first year pupils had to stand on one leg in front of the whole class. When one leg gave way, it was the other leg’s turn. We were terrified of this. It certainly wasn’t good educational practice.

Furthermore, in autumn and winter, the teachers put us schoolchildren under pressure by demanding that our families regularly supply firewood for the school, which was no easy task. Many mothers were single parents because the fathers were working abroad to earn money. With so much work to do on the farm, it was very difficult for the women to provide wood for the school, too. In autumn and spring, horse-drawn carts had to be used for transport; in winter, given the typically deep snow in our area, these were replaced by enormous, heavy sledges. Adults pulled them. In autumn and spring, we children also
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