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Guide to Turkish Pronunciation

Turkish uses the Latin alphabet and is highly phonetic. For English-speakers, it means that most of the letters sound roughly the same as in English and words are pronounced pretty much as written. But it also has six extra letters that don’t exist in English. Unfortunately these crop up frequently in the names of football teams, so it’s better to learn them now.

Ç pronounced ‘ch’ as in China, making the name of Turkey’s most-supported club Fenerbah-che

Ğ This letter is silent, simply causing the letter before to be elongated. Hence the name of Turkey’s president Erdoğan is Er-doh-wan.

İ Turkish is odd in that it has two letter ‘I’s, one dotted the other undotted. The dotted i is similar to its English equivalent (‘i’ as in ‘pin’). The capitalised version has a dot on top (İ). With place names familiar in English, such as Istanbul and Izmir, I have omitted the dot to avoid distraction.

I A dull sound pronounced ‘uh’, as in the first syllable of the word ‘among’. So Aziz Yıldırım, the long-serving Fenerbahçe president, is Aziz Yul-duh-rum.

Ö The same as its German equivalent. Sounds a bit like an expression of disgust – ‘eugh’. So Mesut Özil is Mes-ut Eugh-zil.

Ş Pronounced ‘şh’ as in shower. There are two of these letters in the name of Turkey’s ‘third’ biggest team, Beşiktaş – Besh-ik-tash.

Ü Purse the lips to make an ‘ooh’ sound, as in French ‘tu’. So the founder of the Turkish Republic, Atatürk, is pronounced Ata-toork.

The one pronunciation difference is ‘c’, which is pronounced ‘j’ as in ‘jam’. So the name of Liverpool midfielder Emre Can is pronounced ‘Emre Jan’. Commentators frequently mix this up with the

Ç – che sound, making him sound Chinese. Don’t make the same mistake.

Bonus tip

Like the Irish or Scottish prefix ‘Mc-’ or ‘Mac-’, Turkish has its own suffix for ‘son of . . .’: -oğlu (pronounced oh-lu). But this being Turkish, it comes at the end of the word. So the former Blackburn midfielder Tugay Kerimoğlu is pronounced Tu-gai Kerim-oh-lu. And Newcastle player turned Başakşehir star Emre Belözoğlu is Em-reh Bel-eurghz-oh-lu.
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Introduction

I first began to think about Turkish football on Champions League evenings, as I sat in the dormitory television room at Ankara Science High School, watching the boys scream at the screen in paroxysms of grief and joy.

Every evening at eight, the door to the dormitory would be locked. From then until lights out, the four-storey building would throb with chatter, laughter and testosterone. Over a hundred boys aged fifteen to nineteen would pile into its sparsely furnished bedrooms and push their way play-fighting through its halls.

But on Champions League nights it was different. The corridors and bedrooms would stand eerily quiet as everyone squeezed into the television room. The room had a tiled floor and was painted with a whitewash that would transfer itself to any hand, sleeve or leg with which it came into contact. There was no furniture save thirty or so uncomfortable wooden and plastic chairs, which would be arranged to face the television, a battered set sitting uneasily on a bracket on the wall.

There were never enough chairs to go around. Everyone would share, lacing their arms around each other’s shoulders to stop them from falling off. Following a match did not seem to involve the eyes as much as the hands and legs. Arms would be thrust towards the television, imploring, criticising or dismissing the men on the screen. Boys would continually stand up, making the screen only ever visible for a few seconds at a time. The football arrived chopped into a million discrete events, like viewing the pages of a badly drawn flick-book. At the back of the room was a small tuckshop, manned by a weary retired man called Necati, who rushed to fulfil the endless requests for tea, biscuits and toasted sandwiches.

I arrived at the school as a teaching assistant in 2008, the year Fenerbahçe reached the quarter-finals of the Champions League. If the team scored, the room would disassemble. Students would jump to their feet, grabbing one another and knocking over chairs as they hugged and jumped up and down. When the mass would subside, one student, a Fenerbahçe fan called Onur, would climb onto his chair. Facing the crowd, he would raise his hands and address them in a voice that belied his small appearance: ‘FE-NER-BAH-ÇE!’

When Sevilla were beaten on penalties in the round of 16, I remember being unable to sleep for hours after the game. Grown wild on the drama, the students went off to bed reluctantly. Outside my window, the cacophony of car horns continued in a constant wave until morning. The victory had stirred life both inside and outside the dormitory. But this was Ankara, I remember thinking to myself, 250 miles from Istanbul, where Fenerbahçe were from. And it was only the round of 16.

It was on Champions League nights in the television room that I first began to realise that football in Turkey was bigger and more important than I could ever have imagined.

I had been brought to Ankara and the school not by conscious choice but by a tick in a box. Just out of university and craving an adventure, I applied to a European Union scheme to work abroad as a language assistant. My target was France – a country I had visited frequently and thought I liked. I filled in a form, sent it off and promptly forgot about it.

Months later, I received a call. It was the organisers of the scheme. They liked my application and wanted to have me. Fist punching. Silent celebration. There then followed a pause on the other end of the line.

‘We saw you put Turkey down,’ the caller continued. ‘Would you still be interested in going there?’

I groped back in my mind to filling in the form. France was first, Spain second. Turkey, I dimly recalled, was my third choice. But did I actually want to go?

‘Yes. Sure,’ I said, my feelings on the matter far less certain than my words.

In the immediate aftermath of the call, however, the uncertainty broadened into excitement. Turkey was a country I had never visited. I knew next to nothing about the place. It would be a far more interesting prospect.

I had been paired with a school in Ankara, the Turkish capital – a science high school, one of the most prestigious in the country, and a boarding school. On the bus from Ankara airport on a cold February evening, I remember peering out into the darkness at the wide avenues and unfamiliar buildings, curious about the city in which I had committed to living for the next six months.

The English teachers picked me up from the bus station, friendly and welcoming as we sped away. Upon arriving at the school we got out of the car and walked across the yard, the snow piled on the edge of the paths. Buildings loomed in the dark on three sides. The teachers gestured for me to follow them into one of them. As soon as I stepped inside I was hit by a cacophony of shouting and cheering.

We had entered an atrium with stairs snaking up three storeys. Boys were lining the balconies and steps. More boys were crowded around the door. They pushed closer to greet me. I wasn’t really sure what was going on. I remember feeling someone put something around my neck but I didn’t have the time to see what it was. The teachers introduced me to students, face after face blurring into a frantic whirl, and showed me to my room – a small, sparse space with four beds but only used by me. The headmaster of the school took particular delight in showing me how to turn the television they’d acquired on and off via the remote control.

It was only after everyone had left and I sat down on the bed, exhausted and overloaded, that I realised I still had something round my neck. I took it off and inspected what it was that I was wearing. It was a Galatasaray scarf.

*

In Turkish the word for ‘fan’ is taraftar. Taraf, from the Arabic for side, and dar, the Farsi preposition that means ‘at’. Taraftar. At one side. This is quite different from the words we use in English. ‘Supporter’ connotes structures and foundations. ‘Fanatic’ is closer, stemming from ideas of divine inspiration, but remains broad and needs qualifiers (‘an Arsenal fanatic’). By contrast, taraftar seems to have inscribed into its very etymology overtones of partisanship. At the side. Or perhaps I’m projecting too much from my experience. For if football in Turkey is defined by one characteristic, it is intense partisanship.

One of the first things my new roommates wanted to know was which team I would support: Galatasaray or Fenerbahçe? These, I knew, were the big teams. I recognised their names from nights of European football on British television. I knew vaguely that they had a reputation for intense fans and even violent clashes, but that was as far as my knowledge of Turkish football stretched.

During breaks and after class, students would slip football tops over their school shirts – the cherry red and gold of Galatasaray (‘the Lions’), or buttercup yellow and navy of Fenerbahçe (‘the Canaries’). They would run around on the school playground, pinging a ball at the flimsy wooden goals set up at either end. The games would involve a lot of skilful dribbling, infrequent passing and long breaks in which the students would argue about decisions. Matches always concluded in rancour and acrimony, sometimes with a physical fight thrown in for good measure.

One Sunday a couple of months after I arrived, half a dozen students invited me to watch the Galatasaray v. Fenerbahçe derby on television. We left the school on a blustery spring day, walking down the precipitous Ankara hills, past apartment blocks to a local sports club. It was empty. The students were so nervous and excited that we had arrived two hours in advance. When I looked at them before kick-off, they were praying. I remember being disgusted at how little football took place, the players preferring to spend the entire game fouling and arguing.

Which side: Galatasaray or Fenerbahçe? I was viewed by many of the students the way an evangelist sizes up a potential convert. But I’d be damned if I was going to choose. With the school population split, any decision would alienate half the students. Still people refused to let me remain unattached.

In time, I came to realise this wasn’t anything personal. In Turkey everyone must be – or pretend to be – a fan. If they don’t personally like football, then they adopt the team of their families or lovers. There is intense jockeying over those whose football affiliations are still up for grabs: the range of baby merchandise sold by teams is vast, driven by a huge market of uncles, brothers and dads (it remains a particularly male phenomenon) buying team franchise to brand and secure a baby’s future loyalty. I was once told a story of a newborn child, two days old, whose Galatasaray-loving father and uncles took him out of his crib and painted his penis yellow and red.

Nor was this desire to assign a person to a team limited to football. In Turkey, standing on the threshold seemed a highly difficult, even subversive act. People see less the individual and more the invisible trails of kinship and social connections that gather around them. Familial loyalty and closeness seeps out from the home and colours all of life: strangers address each other as ‘brother’ and ‘sister’; the state is called ‘father state’. Groupthink is strong and loyalty to the collective sacrosanct. Criticism of your boss or political party is not reflexive evaluation offered in good faith but grievous treachery, akin to stabbing your father in the back.

But I wasn’t to know any of this yet. I just found it irritating that people wouldn’t let me refrain from picking a team.

‘Which team?’

‘I don’t really follow Turkish football.’

‘OK, well, which colours do you prefer: red and yellow, or blue and yellow?’

‘I don’t really like any of those, my favourite colour is purple.’

‘OK, OK. What is your favourite animal: a lion or a canary?’

‘I like dolphins.’

‘OK, but you have to choose one! Dolphins aren’t an option.’

‘OK, I guess . . . a lion.’

‘Ah, you’re Galatasaray! Why on earth do you like them?’

I began to realise my insistence on remaining aloof was not just irritating people but doing me active harm. Football affiliation seemed arguably even more important for people like me, whose family, occupation and social networks were completely untraceable. Assigning a football team is a way of bringing such misfits into the Turkish schema. Of furnishing them with a group, for everyone is part of a group.

So it was that, when I arrived at the school, the students’ first action was to adorn me with a Galatasaray scarf. On the concrete hall of the boy’s dormitory, in front of a crowd looking on expectantly, one boy tried to claim me. You’re one of us. You belong with our tribe.

Except I didn’t accept his attempt. I rejected Galatasaray, and Fenerbahçe too.

*

At the high school there were a few boys who supported a third team whose name was unfamiliar: Beşiktaş.

Beşiktaş were another side from Istanbul, the oldest club in Turkey, the students told me. They played in black and white, had the nickname of the ‘Black Eagles’ and were less successful than either Fenerbahçe or Galatasaray.

After weeks of being harried for my football allegiance, one evening while sitting on the benches outside the dormitory I finally snapped. ‘OK. I am a Beşiktaş fan!’ I declared. The boys’ excitement that I had finally made a decision was instantly replaced by disappointment, followed by mockery.

My decision was motivated by nothing more than a desire to shut everyone up while not upsetting the Galatasaray–Fenerbahçe balance. And that was the end of the matter. I had never watched Beşiktaş play. I had no idea about the players. When, six months later, it came time for me to leave the school, I headed home and promptly forgot all about them.

That autumn I returned to university to embark on a Master’s degree. I threw myself into my new life, trying to learn Middle Eastern languages and having fun, being more successful at the latter than the former. Approaching the end of the first year, the one thing I knew about my future was that I was expected to do research for a thesis. Thinking back to my time in Turkey, one topic crowded out all others: football.

‘I hate football,’ declared the professor of Turkish studies who I approached about the idea. At that time (the late 2000s) Turkey was topically framed through a few limited perspectives. The most prominent involved exploring the compatibility of Islam with ‘modernity’, a subject that had assumed new impetus with the emergence in 2002 of the most openly religious ruling party in Turkey’s history – the Justice and Development Party (AKP). Some cried the nation was on its way to becoming an Islamic republic. Others were cautiously optimistic. Alongside matters of such importance, football must have seemed trivial. But it wasn’t to me.

During my time in Turkey I had bumped up against some national shibboleths. One night in the dormitory, I asked one of the boys if people ever referred to Turkey’s founder, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, as ‘Muzzy’. The question was asked in innocence – growing up as a Leicester City fan, our star midfielder was the half-Turkish, half-British Mustafa Izzet, who everyone called ‘Muzzy’. The boy’s face became ashen. Unable to make eye contact with me, he lowered his head and muttered quietly, ‘No, we don’t call him that.’ That was how I learnt that people do not joke about Atatürk.

I also picked up on the culture wars taking place. Some women wore headscarves, others didn’t. Some people prayed and abstained from alcohol, others downed glass after glass of rakı – the anise-flavoured liquor that is Turkey’s national drink – while picking at mezze. I would be frequently irritated by ‘secularists’ assuming an equal antipathy on my behalf to headscarves or prayers, raising their eyebrows when I told them my school in the UK had both. Teachers at my work would warn me from travelling east of Ankara, which they saw as dangerous and backwards, despite never having set foot in the eastern regions themselves.

This is not to say that I believed football was not inscribed with division and conflict – I had witnessed enough fights between the students to know that much. But because it wasn’t political parties but football teams, might perhaps the contours of conflict and unity be able to tell us something new about Turkey? Or at least allow us to look at the country in a different light, escaping from clichéd metaphors of Turkey as a ‘bridge’ (between East and West, Muslim and Christian, modern and traditional) or a ‘land of contradictions’ (what nation isn’t?).

Back in his study, my professor followed his declaration about his lack of interest in football with a roaring laugh – he was endlessly good-natured – before being suddenly struck by a thought. ‘There’s this supporters’ group for Beşiktaş fans called Çarşı. They’re supposed to be politicised and socialist, but I don’t know if that’s true or not.’

Within a month of the conversation with my tutor, I found myself back on a plane to Turkey. But instead of returning to Ankara, I had a new destination: Istanbul, home of Beşiktaş.

*

It was through Beşiktaş fans that I began to truly love Turkey and its football. More accurately, it was through Özgür. Of a similar age to me, Özgür had a big round belly, a laugh like a hyena, and an extreme distaste for drinking chilled water which, even in temperatures of 30 degrees, he believed would make him sick.

Özgür became my friend and guide – the only person who didn’t seem to mind me attaching myself like a limpet, asking endless questions. I ended up spending three months with him and his Beşiktaş gang in Istanbul, being introduced to the fan leaders, going to matches, hanging out.

During games Özgür would grab me round the shoulder and hoist me onto the seats. He would lace his arms through mine, and compel me to jump up and down in time with him and the rest of the stadium. When a goal was scored and the crowd turned to lava, pouring over the rows and causing hundreds to fall over, he would brace himself and hold me up, like someone trying to stop a beach umbrella from being taken off by the wind.

Özgür instructed me in the art of shelling sunflower seeds with the teeth and discarding their carcasses on the terrace, and taught me how to sing some of the Beşiktaş chants. And what chants! My poor Turkish meant I couldn’t distinguish the words at first, only feel the force. I would turn, petrified that there was a huge riot taking place, only to see people with smiles on their faces twirling scarves and singing. It was no surprise to learn that Beşiktaş jostles for position among the world’s loudest sports crowds (at a match in September 2017 Timo Werner, a player for the German team RB Leipzig, had to be substituted after 32 minutes because the noise was so intense that it made him dizzy).

I learned that there were chants for kick-off and chants for corners. There were songs about love and songs about death. Songs about shafting Galatasaray and Fenerbahçe and songs designed to comfort and console whenever Beşiktaş lost. Every kind of footballing emotion had its place in the chanting repertoire. In that sense, the experience was truly operatic.

I got to understand the fixation in Turkish football with numbers, particularly the year of the club’s foundation – 1903. And so 19 March was an important day (19/03), as was the time of three minutes past seven in the evening (19:03). There was also an almost childish obsession with colours. Because Beşiktaş played in black and white, fans would frequently tell me that they just ‘hated colours’. I had to retire a green jacket of mine, because whenever I wore it to Beşiktaş matches the others would joke that I was supporting Bursaspor, Beşiktaş’s hated rivals who play in green. Once when poised with a bottle of ketchup and about to squirt it on my chips, a fan leant across the table and put their hand on the bottle. ‘Be careful. You know what that will mean,’ he told me gravely. I looked at him, completely puzzled. ‘Ketchup on chips. Red on yellow. Galatasaray!’ he said, his eyes lighting up. I squirted it on anyway.

Through Özgür I learnt that everyone was out to get Beşiktaş. Penalties conceded were never the fault of the defender clumsily tripping the attacker – they were because the referee had been bought off by Galatasaray, or the Turkish Football Federation was punishing Beşiktaş supporters. Fans would tie football into a dense, impenetrable knot of references to politicians and political events, their machinations and vendettas, about which I knew nothing. I dismissed such comments as conspiracy-theory nonsense, only for fans to look at me sadly and shake their heads, the way you do at a child who has yet to grasp the harshness of the world.

And just as my professor had promised, there was a political dimension. The fan club to which Özgür belonged, Çarşı, entwined their intense love of Beşiktaş with socio-political causes. Its logo contained the anarchist ‘A’. Before games, fans would prepare banners that protested against whatever injustice made the headlines that week: Samuel Eto’o taunted by monkey chants in Spain? Hepimiz Eto’o – we are all Eto’o. Government plans for nuclear power stations? Nükleersiz Türkiye – a nuclear-free Turkey. ‘Labour is holy’ Özgür once proclaimed to me in a grave voice once over breakfast. An hour later he was teaching me how to question the referee’s parentage in Turkish.

What started as a questionable topic for a university thesis slowly morphed into an obsession. The Master’s led to a doctorate in anthropology looking at Beşiktaş supporters, this time among the diaspora in Europe. My Turkish improved to the extent that I could finally understand what was going on, revealing to me vistas of football support that I never knew existed. Turkish football fans, I could see, were political, emotional, obsessed, paranoid – and bitingly sarcastic and funny.

In Turkish the verb used for football support is tutmak, which means ‘to hold’. When one Turkish speaker wants to find out the loyalties of another, they ask ‘which team do you hold?’ It is a much closer, more evocative image.

Seeing me all the time with Özgür, people would ask which team I held. I realised that I was no longer a dispassionate observer, that I had grown into the identity that I had arbitrarily picked the summer before. I began to take on its contours, to be welcomed into the fraternity. Beşiktaş held me in its embrace.

*

Over the years, with my trips limited to short visits, I felt increasingly adrift from Turkey and its football.

In 2010, a team I had barely heard of won the top division. It was the first ever league title by Bursaspor, the side from the Western city of Bursa, the first capital of the Ottomans, sat in the shadow of the magnificent mountain of Uludağ. The next season another outsider, Trabzonspor, lost out on goal difference to Fenerbahçe in the championship. It dawned on me that I had been seduced by the logic of the üç büyükler, the ‘Big Three’, as Galatasaray, Fenerbahçe and Beşiktaş are known. I had been charmed by my association, failing to realise that my mind had become limited by its dogma – the vice-like grip on all media coverage and expectation of always winning.

I remember listening to a podcast on a journey to the airport in September 2011, heading home after a month in Istanbul. The presenter and his guest were trying to explain the match-fixing scandal that had engulfed Turkish football that summer. It was complex beyond belief. The same applied to the strange stories I was coming across about a powerful Muslim sect that was supposedly pulling the levers in the police, the judiciary, and even in football.

Each time I visited Turkey, it would seem as though everything had changed. Syria, Turkey’s southern neighbour, was plunged into protests and then civil war, causing over three million people to flood into Turkey, changing the landscape of its cities and the language spoken on its streets. In summer 2013, hundreds of thousands of Turkish citizens took to the streets in the largest example of civil unrest since the 1970s. At the centre of the protests was a group of Beşiktaş fans.

The government of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, which many had hoped would break the cycle of authoritarian intervention in politics, seemed to be engaging in many of the same actions as governments of the past: deploying polarising rhetoric, constraining the opposition and politicising the judiciary. The peace process with Kurdish militants teetered and then collapsed.

I also began to feel frustrated at the image of Turkish football back home. To the average fan in Britain, the game in Turkey seemed to be associated solely with violence. People would ask me about hooliganism, banners declaring ‘Welcome to Hell’ held up to threaten visiting supporters, and about the night in 2000 when two Leeds United fans were stabbed to death in Istanbul.

My own experiences had been anything but hellish. When I thought about Turkish football, I pictured warm-heartedness, camaraderie and ardour in amounts I had never before witnessed. I thought of Turkish-origin Londoners who would pull on a Fenerbahçe top and fly halfway around Europe to watch their side play. I recalled Beşiktaş’s İnönü stadium – a ganglion of excitement with burning flares, rippling banners and elaborate call-and-response chants. In Turkey, I was never made to feel unwelcome. The gap between perceptions and the reality I was encountering was stark.

I decided that I would write a book. I wanted to recount my experiences in order to balance the scales and correct the lopsided image. It was to be a love letter to the Turkish game. Or at least that was the plan.

*

In October 2015 I boarded a plane to Turkey, this time with all the possessions I could fit in a suitcase and my wife – repeated trips to Turkey over the years had managed to convince her of both my own and the country’s suitability.

The week we arrived, two bombs tore through a crowd outside Ankara’s main train station. The victims were peace activists, gathered to protest at the resumption of armed conflict between the government and Kurdish militants in the south-east of the country. The bombing was the work of the jihadist group ISIS and left 103 people dead. Three days later in the city of Konya, a minute’s silence was held before Turkey played Iceland in a European Championship qualifier. Invited to pause and commemorate the victims of Turkey’s worst ever terrorist attack, the crowd booed and whistled.

We didn’t yet know it, but we had timed our arrival to coincide perfectly with the most difficult and traumatic period that Turkey had experienced in decades. The nadir would come nine months into our stay, when a violent attempted military coup came close to toppling the government and claimed the lives of 248 people. Against the backdrop of this bloodshed and trauma – and the political divisions that ensued – it would prove impossible for football not to get sucked in.

But it wasn’t just the bombings, the conflict and the political upheaval. As I settled into my new life in Turkey, watching events spool out, I was forced to confront a painful truth. For all my supposed knowledge and expertise, I had compartmentalised my experiences. I knew that the place wasn’t perfect nor its football fans angels, but those facts hadn’t previously seemed important to the story I planned to tell. It began to dawn on me that my previous trips to the country had been like holidays, with all the separation and romance from real life that they entail.

Living in Turkey with no return ticket, my paradigms shifted. Turkey also viewed me differently – now a resident not a visitor; still a foreigner, but no longer a guest. New experiences and perspectives pushed against the old, until they creaked and collapsed.

To write the book I had to expand my frame of reference, beyond the fans whom, over the years, I had grown to love. I criss-crossed the country, speaking to players, referees, managers, club presidents and administrators, each of whom helped to colour in other facets of the Turkish game. And then I went wider still, meeting businessmen, politicians, historians, aid workers and anthropologists in an attempt to understand how football was intertwined in life more broadly. Conversations would quickly veer into dark terrain: bombings, corruption, match fixing, rampant commercialism, government interference, peppered often by the refrain: ‘I used to like football until . . .’

It is not that my initial instinct was totally wrong. There remains much more to Turkish football than violence. I still encountered endless warmth, hospitality and humour, from dancing barbers and rhapsodising club owners to Trabzonspor fans wearing Leicester City tops. But the more I progressed, I came to appreciate the darkness pushing at the seams.

I had been naive to think I could tell the real story of Turkish football in shades of colour and vim.
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1

Welcome to Hell

On the night of 5 April 2000, on a small island in the middle of the Bosphorus, Peter Ridsdale had just got up to give a speech of thanks when a mobile phone went off. The Leeds United chairman was being hosted by the directors of Galatasaray, Turkish champions, who were to play Leeds the next day in the semi-final of the UEFA Cup.

The phone belonged to his director of operations, David Spencer. Ridsdale was at first annoyed when Spencer took the call, but irritation was replaced by worry when he caught Spencer’s eye. When he had finished talking, Spencer pulled him aside. The call was from the British police liaison officer who had travelled with the fans to Istanbul. There had been fighting between Leeds and Galatasaray supporters in Taksim, the large square at the heart of the city. Some were badly injured and had been taken to hospital, one case was rumoured to be fatal. ‘We’ve been advised to return to the safety of our hotel as soon as possible,’ Spencer told Ridsdale.

Ridsdale instead headed straight to the hospital. When he explained who he was, he was ushered inside. The building seemed deserted except for half a dozen Leeds fans stood in a huddle at the end of a corridor. When they spotted Ridsdale, they crowded around him, begging him for information about two supporters who arrived unconscious.

A doctor approached. He took Ridsdale by the arm, leading him along a corridor and down a flight of steps into a basement. They paused before a large steel door like the kind found on a bank vault. The doctor pulled it open and gestured for Ridsdale to enter. On the inside from floor to ceiling were what looked like giant filing cabinets. The doctor went up to one of the cabinets and pulled it open. Lying on a slab was the body of a bare-chested man covered in stab wounds. He asked Ridsdale to identify the body.

‘I can’t,’ he blurted out in shock. ‘I don’t know who it is!’

Ridsdale went back upstairs to the group of fans who in turn led him to find Darren Loftus. He was on a ward receiving attention for stab wounds, but got up when he saw Ridsdale.

‘Where’s Christopher?’ Loftus asked, referring to his older brother, a thirty-five-year-old fibre-optics engineer who had also travelled to the game.

‘Follow me,’ Ridsdale said.

Darren Loftus’s injuries meant he had to be pushed in a wheelchair to the top of the stairs. He then limped painfully down each step. In the silence, Ridsdale found himself praying that the man on the slab was not a Leeds fan, that it was all a case of mistaken identity, that the rumours of a fatality were wrong.

The heavy steel door was opened again and the doctor led Darren through. He pulled open the draw of the cabinet. Ridsdale will never forget what happened next.

‘The screaming that echoed around that room will live with me for ever.’

The group headed back upstairs to try and locate the second missing fan. They were told it was Kevin Speight, a forty-year-old pub landlord. He was in the operating theatre but needed blood. The hospital had no stocks. They could get some from another hospital but someone would need to pay. Ridsdale handed over a credit card and dispatched his driver to fetch the blood. But it was too late. Not long afterwards, the doctors told the group that Kevin had died from his stab wounds. Ridsdale put his head in his hands. The fans slumped on each other’s shoulders and began to cry.

Eighteen years on, that night in April still haunts British perceptions of Turkish football, and of the nation more broadly. For many, Turkey is seen as marred by lawlessness, intimidation, unfairness and violence. In short, hell.

By contrast, I don’t think a Turkish fan has ever mentioned it to me unprompted. That whole season has very different associations for people in Turkey. A month after the Leeds game, in May 2000, Galatasaray lifted the UEFA Cup. They became the first Turkish club to win a European trophy, prompting an outpouring of celebration and national pride, the like of which has yet to be repeated. If reminded about the stabbings, most express deep regret about what happened. But from their point of view it was just an unsavoury affair involving English football hooligans.

A clear gap in perception exists between how outsiders and locals view Turkey’s footballing culture, a difference that has bred much misunderstanding, distrust and even hatred. This book is an attempt to bridge that gap. But to do that, we must first overcome the stumbling block posed by the events of April 2000.

*

The phrase ‘Welcome to Hell’ has become synonymous with the Leeds United stabbings, but it does not actually stem from that game. It came into being seven years earlier, in November 1993, when Manchester United played Galatasaray in the Champions League second qualifying round. Two weeks previously in Manchester, the sides had drawn 3–3. Those three away goals handed Galatasaray the upper hand going into the return leg. A draw would most likely send them through.

From the moment the Manchester United team landed in Istanbul, they faced a campaign of intimidation. The United players emerged into the arrivals hall to be confronted by approximately fifty Galatasaray fans screaming ‘NO WAY OUT!’ in English. While the United players waited on their coach, fans brandished bits of yellow card inscribed with various phrases, most of which displayed a loose grasp of hospitality, and an even looser command of English spelling and grammar:

‘Welcome to The Hell’

‘Heyy M. United. This is your last 48 hours’

‘WELLCOME. Mr Ferguson, Sharpe, Cantona, Hughes, Robson, Erwin [sic] and the others. AFTER THE MATCH: Good bye Mrs Ferguson, Sharpe, Cantona, Hughes, Robson, Erwin . . .’

Years later, Gary Neville described the scene for a documentary. ‘To this day it was the most hostile atmosphere that I’ve ever seen,’ he said. ‘They were smashing the glass down trying to get to us, it felt like.’
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The next day, Galatasaray fans started gathering outside the side’s Ali Sami Yen stadium before it was light. When the turnstiles opened at midday, they filled the stands. ‘There was no system. I don’t remember how exactly I got into the stadium,’ recalled Ceyhun Akgül, who bunked off school as a fifteen-year-old to attend the game. Once inside, Ceyhun and his friends stayed rooted to the same spot, petrified of losing their place. By the time that the Manchester United players stepped out onto the pitch that evening, most of the crowd had been in position for over seven hours.

‘I’ll never forget the singing – each side of the stands to each other,’ Steve Bruce, the Manchester United defender, later recalled. ‘It was just an unbelievable display of passion from them.’ Footage from before the game shows Bruce gesturing amusedly to Ryan Giggs and Nicky Butt, and then at his ears. Giggs laughs, displaying the chewing gum in his mouth, nervous energy dispelled into his teeth, which are working away at a furious rate. Perhaps it was good that the players didn’t understand the words:

Manchester faggots, run and hide. No one can handle Cim Bom [the nickname for Galatasaray]

‘We were bored,’ Ceyhun said. ‘When they came out [onto the pitch], we were really excited and we were trying really hard to impress and scare them.’ The game itself was a drab affair which finished 0–0. Frustrated at the time-wasting tactics of Galatasaray, Eric Cantona grabbed the ball out of reserve goalkeeper Nezih Ali Boloğlu’s hands on the substitute’s bench and then knocked him to the ground with an elbow. On the final whistle he was sent off, approaching referee Kurt Röthlisberger and rubbing his thumb and index finger together to suggest he was bought off. In 1997 Röthlisberger was found guilty of bribery and banned from refereeing for life. An ex-official at the Turkish Football Federation (TFF) who was there that night told me that a man in the VIP section bragged to him about how he bribed international referees. The cloud of impropriety has never fully left the game.

It was a cold March day in Istanbul when I talked to Ceyhun, a friend of a friend, about the experience. Now in his thirties and a computer programmer, he relished the chance to reminisce about the match. An important detail came through in his description: in his eyes, the cultivation of the ‘Welcome to Hell’ image was meant to be tongue in cheek. The throat-slitting gestures and threats were not deployed in seriousness; it was pantomime brutality designed to unnerve their opponents and knock them off their game.

Indeed, if you peer a bit closer at aspects of this ‘hellish’ welcome, the illusion starts to creak. The signs at the airport looked more like a school arts-and-crafts project than banners of war, the authors incapable of resisting jazzy zigzags and squiggly lines under certain words. The fans, too, were less grizzled hooligans and more like Ceyhun and his friends – teenagers excited by the glamour and attention that accompanies the visit of one of the world’s most famous football clubs.

‘I didn’t see any problem with it at the time,’ said Ceyhun. ‘Back then I was thinking that it’s just a metaphor and it’s not a big deal to say it. But when I put myself in the place of a Manchester United fan or, later on, a Leeds United fan, it’s really scary.’

When was the joke no longer funny? Perhaps when a policeman punched Eric Cantona in the back on his way to the changing rooms, almost prompting a riot between the Manchester United players and the police. Maybe it ceased to be humorous when the window of the Manchester United coach was shattered as the team were leaving the stadium. Or perhaps it was the night before, when 164 United fans were awoken in their hotel by the police, locked in prison cells for sixteen hours, forced to sign ‘confessions’ and then deported. There seemed to be a failure on behalf of many Galatasaray fans and police to realise that the behaviour being doled out went way beyond mere tongue-in-cheek intimidation. It was malicious, dangerous and should have had no place in any sporting experience.

‘We Turkish people, when it comes to competition, we can really oppose the opposition,’ Ceyhun said. ‘Like wolves or something from wildlife. So it’s sort of natural. Although you don’t want it, you get hooked and you act like this. But then, when someone from outside of that ecosystem comes in and looks at you . . . for me I realise how stupid it is, this whole confrontation.’

In the British media the intimidation was roundly, and rightly, condemned. But the language and imagery chosen by some writers is noteworthy. Steve Curry in the Daily Express compared the Manchester United reception committee to ‘the crazed delirium usually witnessed on news bulletins from Islamic rallies in Iraq’. In United! Despatches From Old Trafford, Richard Kurt said that ‘the lack of what we considered to be proper civilisation in Turkey created such angst in the United team that what followed was scarcely sport as we know it’. In these and other accounts, Galatasaray fans are criticised not for their behaviour as football fans, or the police and security officials as authorities, but for more elemental shortcomings as an ‘Islamic’ people incapable of exhibiting ‘civilisation’.

They add their voices to a frightened fascination with Turkey stretching back over half a millennium. The Palestinian-American academic Edward Said coined the term ‘Orientalism’ for his critique of the Western world’s clichéd, romanticised and racist depictions of ‘the East’. He argued that European culture ‘gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self’. The Ottoman empire, which for centuries was the dominant political and cultural force in the Near East, played a disproportionate role in this narrative. The tropes of the ‘lustful’ and ‘terrible Turk’ vividly symbolised Western fears and confirmed their superiorities.

‘You can hardly expect . . . elegance of style from such an utterly barbarous country as Turkey’, wrote Ogier de Busbeq, an Austrian diplomat in Constantinople, the old name for Istanbul, in the 1550s. The works of Shakespeare and Marlowe are sprinkled with warnings of the power of the ‘savage’ Turk. Victorian and Edwardian cartoons depict Ottomans as lustful, beastly or indolent. One shows John Bull – a personification of the United Kingdom – waving a gun in the face of Sultan Abdülhamid II, hooknosed and cross-legged on his divan, scolding him like a child. The caption reads: ‘the Terrible Turk again’.
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Nor is the stereotyping confined to print: Alan Parker’s 1978 film Midnight Express, about an American college dropout locked up in a Turkish prison for smuggling drugs, is an exercise in how many prejudices and fears can be squeezed into one film. Full of sadistic violence, venal officials and racist depictions of Turks, the film was credited with crashing the Turkish tourism industry and poisoning the country’s image in the West for a generation (none of which, incredibly, prevented it from winning two Oscars).

The ‘Welcome to Hell’ experience tapped into this centuries-old reservoir of cultural imagery. It became grist to the mill of larger depictions of Turkey in the world, as a country that falls on the wrong side of many of the divides through which Europe – and Britain – defines itself: they are Muslim while we are Christian; they are in Asia, we are in Europe (sort of).

It works the other way, too. The actions of Western countries, including Britain, continue to be a source of comparison for people in Turkey. Images of ‘the West’ are the Orient’s mirror image, a powerful metaphor used to examine Turkey’s sense of itself. The nation harbours deep anger at what it sees as Western arrogance and meddling in Turkey’s affairs, stretching back to its creation out of the ashes of the First World War. At the same time, there is much hand-wringing and embarrassment about Turkey’s perceived inferiority in its economic, cultural and political development.

Football does not stand apart from these currents. Indeed, as one of the realms in which England and Turkey ‘clash’, it frequently becomes the arrow tip. On the footballing field, the sense of injured pride is more unambiguous: it took Turkey ninety-three years to score against England. The teams had played each other only ten times, but in those games Turkey couldn’t manage a single goal. It wasn’t until 22 May 2016, when Hakan Çağlaoğlu slotted into an empty net in a warm-up game for Euro 2016, that Turkey finally broke the drought. ‘We waited 32 years for this photograph’ read the headline of sports newspaper Fanatik. ‘10 times we played them, 8 times we lost, 2 times we drew but we had never scored a goal against the English. That is, until yesterday’ (Turkey lost the game 2–1).

Talk of Shakespeare and the Orient may seem far removed from holding up a banner in front of Paul Ince and Roy Keane. But packed into that moment was a web of colonial histories and inferiority complexes, of jingoistic pride, racist stereotypes and national team games ending in humiliation. And one final element can be added into the mix. The visit of Manchester United was not long after the return of English fans to European football competition after the ban following the 1985 Heysel disaster, when crowd trouble blamed on Liverpool supporters led to a crush in which thirty-nine people died. In 1993, the English still had a reputation as being murderous hooligans. ‘You are barbarians,’ read one of the Istanbul airport banners. ‘We don’t forget Heysel.’

I mention this background not to condone the treatment of the Manchester United players or fans, much of which was, frankly, indefensible. But it is important to be able to assess the events surrounding that match with an eye stripped of hysteria and stereotype. Otherwise it is impossible to understand why Turkish fans might have felt the need to generate a ‘hellish’ welcome or how, in its own way, English writing and imagery fed into that antagonism.

*

I began my research into the Leeds murders interested in facts. I watched endless videos; I tracked down phone numbers; I procured court documents; I met people in the UK and Turkey who were involved in some way or another. But the more ‘facts’ I found, the murkier the picture that emerged. When I thought I had confirmed one point or another, something else would come along and undermine that position. So, at the risk of spoiling the ending, I should admit that I find it impossible to say for certain what really happened in Taksim square on that night in 2000.

What is certain is that Leeds fans were drinking in a number of the bars and restaurants that lined the square. The two men who were murdered, Kevin Speight and Christopher Loftus, were part of a larger group of twenty-five or so, watching the Chelsea–Barcelona Champions League match in a bar. When the game was drawing to a close, violence erupted outside between Leeds and Galatasaray supporters in the square. Loftus and Speight’s group walked into a confrontation that had already begun. They were set upon by Galatasaray fans holding knives, pieces of scaffolding and broken chairs. In the melee, dozens of Leeds fans were cut and stabbed, two fatally.

Beyond that, facts are lost amid the swirl of claim and counter-claim. Turkish eyewitnesses claimed the Leeds supporters were swearing, harassing passers-by and making obscene gestures, including disrespecting the Turkish flag (some versions say the fans rubbed the flag on their genitals, others say they stamped on it, urinated on it, wore it as a wrap-around dress or pretended to wipe their bottoms with it). From the Leeds side everyone is consistent in their recollections: they were simply having a drink.

In the aftermath, the British journalist Gareth Jenkins managed to arrange an interview with a Galatasaray fan leader who gave his name as ‘Murat’. He explained that the fans who carried out the attack came from a group of 250 to 300 people who referred to themselves as Maç için Sabahlayan – the Group that Stays Up All Night for Matches. The group was divided by neighbourhood, each with its own leader, called an arap (arab). Kids in their early teens would join up. Initially they would be given a stick and invited along to fights. If they proved themselves, they would then be given a knife.

During the fights there was an unwritten code that assailants wouldn’t go for the torso or the head. The key was a knife into the buttock, what Murat called a ‘Bursa’ – named, for some unknown reason, after the city in western Turkey. If ‘honour’ was at stake, however, then it was permissible to kill. Demeanours that fell into this category included: insults to a blood relative, informing on someone to the police, and an insult to the country or flag.

This all seemed to explain what happened, through recourse to images of honour and knife culture. Jenkins, the outsider, was not concocting an Oriental trope: Murat himself cast the event in such terms. ‘I didn’t give the order to kill, but once the Leeds United fans started insulting our women and the flag, the Araps knew what to do,’ he explained. ‘This is Turkey. It was a question of honour. Maybe it is not the same in other countries. But that is how it is here.’

But this version of 1990s fandom is contradicted by Vesyel Giley, who was head of the Galatasaray supporters’ club UltrAslan between 2011 and 2014 and a committed fan for the two preceding decades. When I mentioned a group called Maç için Sabahlayan, he furrowed his brow in puzzlement. He hadn’t heard of them. ‘There was a hierarchical system, abi and kardeşler [older brother and younger brother] which involved showing each other love and respect. But this didn’t have a name, it was simply “the terrace”.’

I tried to check other details of the account given to Jenkins. Were the abis, the older brothers, called ‘araps’?

‘No,’ Vesyel said, matter-of-factly. ‘There was Hussein, his nickname was Prophet Hussein. Who else? Er, there was sleepy . . .’ He went on to list a few other nicknames of the abis, none of whom was called arap.

But people had to prove themselves with sticks or knives?

‘No. There wasn’t anything like that. It’s about the way the person behaves. It’s about respect. You don’t need to fight to show yourself.’

I was starting to feel silly asking my questions, but I persisted: ‘Is it true that being stabbed in the –’ I struggled for the right Turkish word – ‘buttocks, is called a Bursa?’

Giley misunderstood me at first. Stammering, I rephrased the question. ‘A-a guy explained to me, if you stick the knife here –’ I gestured – ‘it’s called a Bursa, no?’ His face was a picture of complete incomprehension, like I was speaking Mandarin. After a pause, he replied diplomatically, ‘No, I haven’t heard that.’

But was he telling the truth? I know from my own experiences that violence is frequently glorified and talked about in fan groups, and stabbings are not uncommon. Still, I had never encountered this formalised code of conduct or witnessed these types of stabbings in the buttocks. Perhaps football fandom in Turkey was very different before my time. Perhaps there could be an airbrushing of fan history. I didn’t know what to make of it.

*

It is not just Turkey’s football that has a darker side. The scholar Kerem Öktem chose to call his book on the modern history of Turkey Angry Nation. Today’s Turkey is frequently an angry and violent place. In 2016, 685 people were killed and more than 2,000 wounded in terrorist attacks, on top of the 248 killed in that year’s unsuccessful coup attempt. Hate crimes against sexual and ethnic minorities are reported to be on the rise. Domestic violence is far too commonplace. Gun ownership is climbing steadily. Between 2015 and 2017, the Turkish army was drawn into active conflict in the Kurdish-dominated south-east, in Syria and northern Iraq.

Ordinary interactions in Turkey seem continually to drip with latent anger, from the driver who sits aggressively on the tail of my car, beeping his horn and flashing his lights, to the people who jump the queue at the airport. ‘In other countries someone pushes into you with their shoulder on the street, says “pardon” or “sorry” and goes away,’ a football fan once told me. ‘Here you’ll turn around saying, “What’s it to you if I push you with my shoulder?” And then it doesn’t matter whether I insult you or you me, in the end it can go as far as knifing.’

For Öktem, the roots of much anger and violence come from a sinister quirk of Turkish governance: the presence of the derin devlet or ‘deep state’. The deep state is an amorphous system of shadow government with state policy outsourced to murky alliances of military officers, drug traffickers, paramilitaries and terrorists. Over the years they have carried out killings, engineered riots, organised massacres and supported the removal of democratically elected governments.

The presence of this violent, unaccountable entity poisons the common well in Turkey. It renders elected governments ineffectual (they are only ‘half’ the workings of power), destroys bonds of trust between civilians and injects a permanent sense of instability into life. The deep state extends into all realms of life – including football – and thousands have died as a result of its machinations.

But the problem for me understanding the Leeds murders was the knowledge that outsiders rarely witness these undercurrents. There is no reason for the casual visitor to encounter the shady world of Turkish politics and history. The guest (misafir in Turkish) is afforded the highest social status, as is the case across most predominantly Muslim societies. Extending proper hospitality is a task to be treated with the utmost gravity: a guest’s plate should never be left empty and no visitor should be allowed to make even the shortest journey unaccompanied. The word ‘misafir’ has magical properties. Utter it, and the bartender will refuse to accept money from your guest and people will move out of the way so that they can move to the front of a queue.

This culture extends to foreigner footballers playing in Turkey. Les Ferdinand recounts how, in his year on loan to Beşiktaş in the late 1980s, he was never allowed to pay for a meal. Another foreign player told me sheepishly how he was once stopped by police when driving home after one too many drinks. The policemen made him step out of the car. He was terrified that he was about to be arrested. Instead, the policeman took his arm and led him to the passenger door, put him into the seat, took the keys from his hand and drove him home. He didn’t need to tell them his address – everyone knew where he lived. One British sports journalist told me that he and his colleagues have a joke about coming to Turkey: it’s less ‘Welcome to Hell’ and more ‘Killing with Kindness’.

Travelling fans are also often given a warm welcome. In 2013, the Galatasaray fan club UltrAslan hosted 350 fans from Schalke who were in Istanbul to watch their side play the team in the Champions League. They took them to Galatasaray Island, the strange football enclave in the Bosphorus, where they paid for a large dinner and drinks. But the Leeds fans who visited thirteen years earlier were also guests. Why didn’t this happen to them?

Well, in part, it did. Gary Edwards, a fanatical Leeds supporter with six books to his name, tells of very different experiences elsewhere in Istanbul that night. ‘A big group of our lads who travelled independently were in Fenerbahçe all night,’ he told me. The fans of Galatasaray’s biggest rival wanted to show the visiting supporters a good time.

Something happened in Taksim square that April evening to short-circuit the misafir culture. It seems that stereotypes preceded the arrival of the Leeds fans, with disastrous consequences.

*

Across much of the world, English football is still associated with hooliganism. Millions of people actively want the link to exist: they like the history of violence in the 1970s and ’80s and the films that glamorise the hooligan lifestyle. They luxuriate in the language – of ‘firm’, ‘casuals’ and ‘boys’ – applying the terms to their own fan clubs and kitting themselves out in the fashions – Fred Perry, Lacoste. For millions of young men (and it is almost exclusively men), hooliganism is as English as afternoon tea and Buckingham Palace.

Turkey is no different. On the day of the Hillsborough disaster, 15 April 1989, Les Ferdinand was in a hotel with his Beşiktaş team-mates, preparing for the game against Sariyer the next day. It transpired later that the crush that killed ninety-six people was due to failures in policing, but in the immediate aftermath people saw it as another instance of English football hooligans causing a disaster. Ferdinand remembered an employee of the hotel with whom he got on well. ‘You English,’ he said, turning to Ferdinand and narrowing his eyes, ‘the hooligans.’ Twenty-six years later, the image was still vivid in his mind. ‘It just stands out to me because he looked at me with some real disdain, like I’d done it!’ Ferdinand told me.

There seems to be something about ‘English hooliganism’ that overrides the misafir gene. Once labelled such, outsiders transform from individuals who should receive hospitality to a social group that is reviled.

By all accounts, Kevin Speight and Christopher Loftus were not hooligans. Speight was a loving husband with two small children, Loftus a quiet man, known more for his smile than anything else. Their group in Istanbul deliberately tried to avoid antagonising locals. ‘We made sure that we always went inside bars so that there would be less chance of any provocation,’ said Steve Wilkinson, who was with Speight and Loftus when they were killed. It is merely a hypothesis, but I wonder if the confrontation in Taksim square was exacerbated by the image of English fans in the minds of their Turkish counterparts. If English fans are ready for ‘savage’ Turkish supporters, and Turks think that all English fans are violent hooligans, then even a small comment or a scuffle contained the potential to escalate quickly.

That was certainly how most of the Turkish media portrayed the deaths. The headline in the newspaper Hürriyet read: ‘Once more English hooligans, once more, blood.’ The front page of Star newspaper was divided into two – on the top half, a Leeds fan on the ground being attacked. ‘Like this on the street’ it read. The bottom half showed Harry Kewell bent over in frustration. ‘And like this on the pitch’.* In big letters along the top it read: Two size! ‘Two to you!’ The noise in Turkish for spitting is ‘too’, so the headline was a double entendre: we scored two goals past you and we spit on you. Should the play on words not be apparent, the first paragraph of the story made it clear: ‘Both on the streets and on the pitch we smashed the hooligans’ faces in. We Turks greet our European rivals with flowers and applause. But we send you home SPITTING in your faces’.

The journalist Bağış Erten was outraged by that front page. ‘It’s a hate crime,’ he told me angrily. ‘When two people died, they committed a hate crime . . . The problem about that game in Turkish society is that they defend those guys.’ The Star article makes a key distinction: ‘normal’ fans from Europe get flowers and applause, (English) hooligans get a beating.

The British consul general in Istanbul at the time, Peter Hunt, had experienced a civil war in Nigeria and an earthquake in Nicaragua that had destroyed his house. Even he was stunned by the horror, and the way that the murders were cast by many in the Turkish press. ‘I was not unaccustomed to the violence of nature or the violence of man. But there was just something shockingly brutal [about the stabbings],’ he told me. ‘I didn’t know the two people murdered but all I heard about them was that they were gentle giants. That they weren’t people interested in getting involved in violence. It was just extraordinary the thought that [people believed] they were getting what they deserved. They clearly weren’t getting what they deserved.’

The deaths inflamed stereotypes and xenophobia on both sides. ‘When you looked at the caged animals foaming at the mouth behind the fencing, you wondered how it was possible to provoke them any more,’ wrote Peter Ridsdale after the murders. In the aftermath of the killings, armed police were called to two kebab shops in Leeds city centre after violent threats to staff. Another Turkish shop owner – a self-confessed Leeds United fan who had lived in the city for decades – was attacked and spat at in the street. ‘We are living in a situation where groups of friends talk in English so that they cannot be recognised,’ said Turkan Turgay, a local shopworker. ‘We are genuinely sorry about what happened but it was nothing to do with us.’ English and Turkish responses became locked in a race to the bottom, the voices of reason being drowned out.

*

The twenty-four hours following the deaths were a blur of meetings and press conferences. Ridsdale wanted the match postponed, the Galatasaray directors disagreed. The UEFA delegate contacted headquarters and returned with a message: if Leeds didn’t complete the fixture, they would forfeit the semi-final.

As the Leeds coach pulled into the ground on the evening of 6 April, the Galatasaray fans banged on its sides, some making throat-slitting gestures. There was no minute’s silence. At kick-off the Leeds fans turned their backs on the game, in protest at their treatment. ‘I was at that game,’ a professor in International Relations at a university where I worked once told me. ‘And the [Galatasaray] team just came out as if nothing had happened. I mean, wouldn’t you at least have a banner? Something like “Guys, football is above this” or “brotherhood” . . . Something. I was really looking for that black armband but nobody said anything.’

Others were frustrated that the football was being overshadowed. This was the best Galatasaray side of a generation, packed full of exciting talent including Hakan Şükür, one of Turkey’s most prolific forwards, the Romanian superstar Gheorghe Hagi, and World Cup-winning goalkeeper Cláudio Taffarel. They had won the league the previous three seasons. They were the first Turkish side ever to reach the semi-final of the competition. But all foreigners wanted to talk about was Turkish brutality and fighting. Leeds United went on to lose 2–0, but the football barely mattered. Fourteen days later, as the rain lashed down at Elland Road, the return fixture ended in a 2–2 draw and Leeds United went out of the UEFA Cup.

*

On the night of the killings the police arrested tens of suspects. In the weeks that followed, five would be charged for murder. In 2002, one Galatasaray fan, Ali Umit Demir, was jailed for seven and a half years for each murder – a total of fifteen years. Four others got just under four months, two were fined and thirteen were acquitted for lack of evidence. But Demir did not even serve that. In 2003, the appeals court quashed Demir’s conviction. He was released in 2005 pending a retrial.

To understand what happened, I went to meet Köksal Bayraktar, a high-profile lawyer who represented the family of Kevin Speight. The Bayraktar law firm offices were located near Taksim – less than 500 metres from the stabbings. As he talked, he often gestured in the direction of the square. Throughout the conversation, Köksal picked up documents from the pile on the table in front of him. Those from the first indictment in 2000 were printed on very thin paper, as if they had come out of a machine that issues clothes shop receipts. At one point I was handed one to have a look at. My eye was drawn to the first line, where Christopher’s last name was spelt as ‘Loffus’. Elsewhere I was shown a section from the original indictment where the Leeds fans were referred to matter-of-factly as ‘hooligans’. It did not reassure me.

In the Turkish penal code, unlawful killing carries a sentence of twenty-four years. The invocation of ‘provocation’, however, instantly halves that judgement. ‘In Turkey, rulings on incitement are applied to almost every crime,’ said Bayraktar. This is what happened with the Leeds case. In the statements of the defendants and those called as witnesses, incitement was mentioned repeatedly: harsh swear words, aggressive actions and, most heinous of all, disrespect to the flag.

Turkey is a deeply patriotic country, and its blood-red national flag holds a sacred status – you encounter it everywhere you go. It is draped from balconies, etched into the side of hills and is printed on the inside covers of children’s textbooks. The side that wins the Turkish Süper Lig gets to print it on the centre of their shirt the following season. In 2008 in Kırşehir – a city in central Anatolia – a group of high-school students painted one out of their own blood.

At international summits, organisers arrange world leaders for the big ‘family photo’ shot by putting a flag on the floor where each leader is supposed to stand. Most leaders trample on theirs. President Erdoğan always carefully picks his up, folds it and puts it in his pocket. ‘When you go to England you can buy panties with your flag on it,’ Banu Yelkovan, a sports journalist told me. ‘In Turkey it’s unthinkable. It’s unthinkable.’ If on that fateful night in April 2000 there was an incident involving the flag, English fans could not have realised how provocative they were being.

Nevertheless, Bayraktar did not believe that the Turkish flag was insulted in the way that was claimed by the defence. He directed my attention to the police reports, which made no mention of a Turkish flag at the crime scene; nor were there any reports of the broken windows that supposedly prompted the backlash from the Galatasaray fans. He said that he managed to bring the judge in the trial round to his point of view. But the suggestion of disrespect for the flag served as a narrative for the defence that the Leeds fans went beyond the limits of normal football supporters.

In June 2007, Demir was convicted for a second time. The conviction involved more fans this time – five in total – but the sentencing was not significantly different: they were all given between five and ten years. ‘It wasn’t clear who killed the fans, so they reduced the sentencing a little,’ explained Ömer Bayraktar, Köksal’s son, who sat in on our meeting. ‘They reduced it a lot,’ said his father, clearly unhappy with the decision. The court case raised many questions. No Leeds fans were called to testify. The court rejected a request by the victims’ families to hear evidence revealed at the 2004 inquest held in West Yorkshire. Two months later, all defendants were released pending another appeal.

A decade after the murders, the court case was still continuing. Frustrated by the slow pace of proceedings, Andy and Pam Loftus, Christopher’s brother and sister, went to their local MP in Leeds, Fabian Hamilton, to appeal for help. ‘They were pretty angry,’ the Labour MP told me over a cup of coffee. ‘They were incensed. Their view was that, because of the inaction, the Turkish state was saying it’s fine to murder British football fans.’

Hamilton pledged to raise the matter with Ünal Çeviköz, the Turkish ambassador to London. Çeviköz agreed to send a cable to Ankara. ‘I said, “Look, this is kind of a disgrace for our court system and for our judicial system”’, he told me. ‘It has been more than ten years and there are two families who have been left in agony here.’ He warned that the case was badly damaging Turkey’s image in Britain and that action was needed as soon as possible.

The cajoling did the trick. Within weeks, the court process reached a conclusion, with a final judgement and sentencing. Four men were jailed. Though it was undoubtedly a relief for the families of Christopher Loftus and Kevin Speight, it seems
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