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1. Introduction

1920s onwards: Rize, London,
Ankara, İstanbul

I AM SAT ALONE, THE ONLY PASSENGER IN A SEVENTEEN-SEAT minibus, and yet still somehow uncomfortable. It is late afternoon as we leave Rize, deep in the north-east corner of Turkey, and we are heading further east still, along the highway that lines the Black Sea coast. It is a tough and hardy region, of big hills and bigger noses. The dolmuş, the shared taxi, slowly fills up with them, and I watch the sea to our left, calm but unwelcoming: a wintry blueish grey. After half an hour, the driver catches my eye in the rear-view mirror – remembering our agreement – and lifts his considerable black eyebrows, as if to say, ‘Here it is, this is Balıkçılar.’

I step off the bus, stood, backpack on, the road behind me and the hills in front, ‘our’ village rising up ahead. Balıkçılar, ‘Fishermen’. Approaching the teahouse nearby – and the men smoking in front of it – I rehearse the introduction in my head: ‘I’m Sami Kent. My father is Turkish, his family is from here: the Aytaçs, the Murtezaoğlus.’

I reach the teahouse – the words çay evi written in faded paint on its front – and try my best. A few suspicious questions follow: ‘Who were they?’, ‘What was their name?’, ‘When was this?’ Their guards are slowly lowering. I follow my aunt’s advice, texted the day before: ‘Mention Abdi Aytaç when you can.’ Abdi Aytaç: my great-grandfather, a small village celebrity, famous for leaving this place, for making it all the way to France, for running unsuccessfully as a leftist candidate in this conservative, religious heartland. That Abdi Aytaç!

They accept. Smiling, grizzled men stream out of the çay evi like cartoon clowns. A tea slides in front of me. They begin to offer, to me and to each other, their amateur genealogies, their half-remembered histories of this village of five hundred people. Amidst their thick Black Sea Turkish, I think I catch words I’ve learnt from textbooks, the bewildering array of terms Turks have for various relatives: baldız – one’s wife’s sister; bacanak – one’s wife’s sister’s husband; dayı – one’s mother’s brother.

After a few minutes the muhtar – the head of the village – arrives, offering to take me on a tour of where my family once lived. He’s a driver by trade, and we jump into his car and shoot up the hill: squeezing up the road, haring round corners, U-turning where we can go no more. He has one hand on the wheel and one on the phone, making calls to various relatives of mine, asking whether they are in the village. I have one eye on the certain falls below and one on the scene in front: the January sun setting on the tea plantations all around, the occasional splash of an orange tree, the Black Sea stretching out beyond us. There’s no one here, the muhtar explains. Many families leave for the winter months. I am, I must admit, slightly disappointed. And then one calls back.

Me, the muhtar, two middle-aged men and an old woman – who covered her head as I entered – are sat in a living room, curved around the fireplace. A tray of coffees comes in, as we try and work out who we are. Again, the back and forth, the pinning of certain words to certain names. The enthusiasm in the room rises. They start to shout with excitement, they shout over each other, they shout to their near-deaf mother.

We’re all related. The old woman, past ninety and still sturdy, is my grandmother’s cousin, Abdi Aytaç’s niece. She asks if my grandmother is still alive. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘she lives in İstanbul.’ She begins to cry. She hugs me. She’s looking at my face, at my nose, the slight hook of it – the same hook on my brothers, my father, my grandmother. She hugs me again. ‘You look just like us!’ she says.

*

There is a question you’re asked often and early in conversations in Turkey. Nerelisin?, ‘Where are you from?’ Memleket? ‘Your home town?’ they might add. It’s asked not only to migrants from outside but within the country too – a friendly recognition, really, that almost every Turkish family has a story to tell: journeys from villages to cities, each with their own pioneer across Anatolia and beyond.

I used to answer honestly. ‘London’ – the place where I’ve spent nearly all my life – but this was invariably met with a shake of the head. My father was Turkish, so my memleket had to be too. I soon tried ‘Ankara’, where my baba had grown up, but still no. It didn’t fit – you can’t be from the city. ‘Rize’, I learnt to say. Yes! ‘Ah, a Black Sea boy!’ they would reply, as I slotted into a more familiar groove. That would explain my fair hair as well – Rize is only a day away from the blonde hair and blue eyes of Russia. Forget the fact my mum was from Peterborough, east England. People were far more interested in my dad, anyway – in the figure who left Turkey at nineteen. ‘Where does he live?’, ‘What job does he do?’, ‘How long has he lived abroad?’ No one ever asks why he went.

*

The stories of Turkey my baba told us when we were children have an odd effect. The further my baba gets from events, the more colourful they become in the telling. The further I get from when I first heard them, the blurrier they become in the remembering. Both vivid and unclear, like a kaleidoscope mid-twist. Did he really used to hang street cats for fun? Was he really the slated Eurovision candidate in 1976, only for Turkey to pull out in protest? Was he really near Taksim Square a year later, when police fired on demonstrators and left forty people dead?

In a sense, it didn’t matter. This was the character arc we moulded for him and we loved him for it: the dad with the larger-than-life tales from his homeland. And the migrant success story: the student who came to England, met his future wife in his first week there, and never looked back.

This is how we learnt Turkey too, as anecdote, as a set of stories. And of course the place where we holidayed every year, beloved and a little bit dangerous: the queues at passport control, where my baba would tell us – though we didn’t know he was joking – that the border guard would shoot anyone who crossed the yellow line before their turn, and me – with all the subtlety of a nine-year-old – trying not to look at the pistol in his holster, for I had never seen a gun before; then, the blast of the warm evening air outside the airport, with its smell of olive trees and lemon cologne. Followed by two weeks of the glittering Aegean, the site even of my first memory: tossed out of a boat at three years old, lifejacket on, bobbing in the waves.

It was two weeks of baba to ourselves, in his holiday mode of yellow Speedos and a pirate bandana. He was our guide, our translator, our inveterate over-orderer. Grilled liver, garlic yoghurt, fried aubergines. I longed for them, and the Turkish he spoke asking for them too, the way the sounds fell together, magic in the way that all dads are magic, summoning something inexplicable, inaccessible, in an instant. It was another world, and another version of him. He would tease us with it, with the endless cases, tenses and subjects you can stack on Turkish words, loading them up like a waiter’s plates. Avustralyalılaştıramadıklarımızdan mısınız? Are you one-of-the-ones-who-we-have-failed-to-Australianize?

His Turkish was – must have been – rusty, but still some part of him seemed more at ease, slipping into the rhythms of conversation, and the cues that frame so much of it. I didn’t know it at the time, but it was a place deeply familiar to him: as a boy himself, he had travelled around the same coast with my babaanne and dede in a green VW camper van. He can still remember the licence plate.

There’s another memory I have of those holidays, one that speaks to who our family is, and what it believes. One morning, my baba gave me one of Turkey’s million-lira purple banknotes – value, approximately, one pound sterling – and all I could think was, I’m a millionaire! But his excitement was different, looking at my fair hair, and then the portrait of Atatürk, stamped on all Turkish currency. ‘You look just like him!’ he said.

*

There is a black-and-white photo of my baba, around eight years old, in Boy Scout khaki, with matching cap and scarf, a slight smirk – a slight pride – on his face. The 10th of November was always a big day. Lantern in hand, he would keep guard of the school bust of Atatürk, on the anniversaries of his death. For my baba, Atatürk was not just the country’s founder and first president, not just a military hero, but an intellectual giant. His various reforms – changing Turkey’s script, or giving Turks surnames – were celebrated in their textbooks. Excerpts of his speeches were read out in class, though the Turkish was incomprehensible and strange. His statues and sayings dominated the Ankara where he grew up. Looking back, he says, it was a little bit ‘Muscovite’.

My baba and his peers were to be model Turks, the newest generation for an historic and evergreen mission: to transform the country top-down from something stagnant and religious to the resolutely modern, scientific and secular; from the bankrupt and backward Ottoman Empire to a Western-facing nation-state. To put it in my baba’s words, more bluntly, ‘we despised religion’. They revered the army though, the ultimate defenders of that legacy. The cartoons and satire of his youth, he remembers, were ruthless and cruel about Turkey’s politicians, but no one touched the military.

Our family were fully a part of that vanguard, if not in influence, then at least in enthusiasm. By my baba’s time, of course, that hot, live project under Atatürk and his successors forty years ago had congealed into legend, but it was given real and beating life at home, by the man he calls the ‘intellectual stimulus’ of his childhood: Abdi Aytaç, his maternal grandfather, who would burst into poetry over an evening meal, our own pioneer whose journey out west would explain so much of how our family came to be.

Balıkçılar, 1918, was not a promising place: poor, and rural, and always raining. Its hills were too steep to farm, or even to access by road – the only way up and down was by horse, on narrow winding paths. So the village that Abdi Aytaç knew, and the family he came from, looked to the water: uncle sailors who died at sea; grandads who traded with Russian port cities to the east. Plus the otherworldly relative Imam Hacı Hasan who – as the story goes – correctly predicted to his family one morning both that there would be a storm and that it would be his last day on earth.

For an ambitious Abdi, it would simply not do. So at seventeen years old – in the dying days of the Ottoman Empire – he moved to post-war İstanbul, to work the boats of the Bosphorus. The Great War, though, had left the people exhausted and their leaders upended. And here, the details I have heard only from my babaanne, who heard it in turn first-hand on her father’s knee. One day, she explains, soon after he arrived in İstanbul – ‘green eyed, black haired, and very handsome’ – he was approached on the street by a carriage, carrying an exiled Egyptian princess. Soon after, he left his job to work for her. Namely – and this part she tells me with a glint in her eye and an odd pride in her voice – he became her gigolo.

As the family saying goes, yemin edebilirim ama ispatlayamam. I can swear on it but I can’t prove it.

From there, her family sponsored Abdi’s education as they hopped around Europe – in Geneva, at a commercial school in Dijon, until somehow, eventually, he was studying political science at a university in 1930s Paris, where his life transformed again. In his Paris ‘milieu’, as my babaanne says, were some of Turkey’s finest minds abroad: Sabahattin Eyüboğlu, the son of a governor and MP, and a famed writer–translator himself; and his brother Bedri Rahmi, abstract painter and poet.* They were artists and thinkers, economists and visionaries: Turkish but Westward-looking; committed republicans; secular if not completely atheist. Though he carried a certain leftist romance, Abdi emerged fully on board with the politics that had animated his country all his adult life.

On Abdi’s return from Paris, he worked as an economist at the Turkish Central Bank in Ankara, the new capital and ground zero of that nation-making programme. Then he moved to a state paper factory – as my babaanne remembers, on the grounds where the factory management lived, there were formal balls, tennis courts, and full, modern plumbing. They bought a summer house in İstanbul. In the early fifties, as Turkey’s one-party system made way for democracy, he tried to run as a candidate for Atatürk’s party, selling all his tea plantations to fund it. He failed but regardless, their place in Turkey’s Westernizing, secular elite was secure.*

My babaanne carried on the torch, outward-looking and committed to progress. Even now, she speaks three languages, and uses Instagram deep into her eighties. She went back to Balıkçılar only once – at twelve years old, she could only stay one night, for it was boring and dirty. Why return to the village after your family had advanced to the city?

Her own marriage was a slightly awkward fit – a rushed affair and a brief elopement to my dede, a dark-skinned boy from Ankara’s squatter districts. He listened to arabesk music, she hated it. He ate döner kebab, she had never tried it before; she wore miniskirts, his conservative older sister pulled her skirts back down over her knees. But they did at least share an outlook: dismissive of religion, admiring of the West, stoutly republican. My dede had originally worked as a translator, taught himself English, before founding his own firm in imports and exports. As my baba remembers, the house of his childhood was one of wild cocktail parties.

It’s a path that puts a different spin on that old Turkish question, nerelisin – ‘where are you from’ – and its underlying logic: that your hometown, even generations removed, shapes who you are. Drinkers are from Edirne; imams are from Konya, et cetera et cetera. Here, what matters is not so much Balıkçılar as the leaving of it. Just as the country Abdi lived in had progressed – from crumbling empire to new republic – so had he, and his daughter and grandson after him. How could he not link the two? What story could be more compelling?

*

The Turkey of my baba’s adolescence, though, was creaking. Already by the time he was twelve, he had lived through two military coups, as generals deemed the country’s politicians unfit to govern. Things spiralled still. In the 1970s, a series of financial crises left the economy reeling. Hazine yetmiş sente muhtaç, as they used to say, ‘a treasury in need of seventy cents.’ There was constant, low-level violence between left and right. My baba’s communist uncle – an alluring, handsome figure who played guitar and passed him the banned poetry of Nazim Hikmet – joined sit-ins in universities across the city. By the end of the decade, daily pitched battles on the streets between militants had claimed thousands of lives.

Uninterested in politics though, it was more everyday scenes that disillusioned my baba. There was the ever-present, demeaning corruption. The head of his youth conservatoire in Ankara – he played piano – was a tuneless butcher from Sivas, the cousin of someone or other important. In the end, it tainted everyone: working as a gofer at his dad’s firm in the summers, my baba was instructed to pay bribes to each export official, calculated by the weight of the packages. He followed his father’s orders – how could he not? – but he hated it all the same. There were more teenage reasons too. Once, I asked him what pushed him away. ‘Freedoms,’ he replied, before a pause, ‘sexual freedoms.’ Turkey, despite all the changes in its first fifty years, was still a conservative place. And at seventeen, he remembers, a neighbour had brought home an English date, and ‘she was the hottest girl I had ever seen.’

Increasingly, his heart – and other organs, no doubt – were set on the UK. At seventeen, he told my dede that if there were a war between Turkey and England, he would fight for the latter. My dede – a proud Turk with a famous temper – made a point so forcefully, jabbing his finger into the table, that it dislocated from the socket.

All across the country over that decade, there are lots of ‘leaving Turkey’ stories. They are tales of opportunity and of gurbet too, of something between homesickness and exile. This was the era when millions of Turks would pack up and go, to the production lines and shopfloors of Berlin, Frankfurt and Amsterdam. Even my road in London now is flanked on one side by a pide salon, and on the other by a social club filled with old Turkish men, seemingly the only place in the city where you can still smoke indoors.

Of course these stories, of Turkish migrants heading out West, might share the same shape, but they each have a different tone: my baba was not escaping the grind of Anatolia; nor was he going to work on the factory floor: he was studying computer engineering. In his case though it did expose an insecurity at the heart of our family thinking, its adherence to republican values, so in awe of the West. As my baba remembers my babaanne saying, whenever they went somewhere nice, ‘This is so lovely . . . it’s not like Turkey at all.’ But why imitate the place, when you can just move there instead?

My hala – my baba’s sister, eighteen years his junior – told me the ‘leaving story’ I find most touching of all, of the years when he had left, and she was just a little girl. Every New Year’s Eve – with the clock striking ever closer to midnight – dede would insist on staying home. Osman, he said, might just come and surprise us. And then what would he do if we had left to go elsewhere? But the minute hand would always catch up to the hour, pointing straight to the Ankara sky – up to the fireworks all over the city – and my baba was never there.

*

My baba rarely came back, for he was not just frustrated by Turkey but embarrassed by it, and by Turks too. If there was nothing wrong with the Atatürk principles – and that was the given of his upbringing – then there must have been something irreparable about the people themselves. In his new world – lost amongst the canals and Midlands accents of Birmingham, where he first moved – he would avoid telling people where he was from. Besides, he didn’t want to be associated with what people thought Turkey was, all tents and camels.

Here then, the family story takes another turn, from Balıkçılar to Ankara to Britain. Our own relationship to Turkey changed with it: one step removed, as if seen through film, muffling the noise, deadening the pain. And a baba determined that that film should grow thicker. In truth, my baba fell in love with the UK as well – and the woman he met in his first week there. Bacon sandwiches; Christmasses with the in-laws; a country so orderly the local council trimmed roadside hedges.

When they married, and then had the three of us, our Turkishness would be lightly worn – not least as he never taught us the language, beyond the phrases for ordering food, or abusing football referees. One reason, I’ve always told myself, was political: that 1970s England can’t have been the easiest place for a young brown man called ‘Osman’, and he wanted his own sons to be as English as possible. It was the choice, as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin said of Britain’s Jews a generation before, to assimilate or to remain forever ‘betwixt-and-between’. But the other reason he didn’t teach us was personal, in the way that the personal is also political: that dads tend to be a lot less involved in raising their children. And that by the time he regretted it, it was already too late.

As I would find out years later, he would squirm on holiday, as we would approach that passport control, and the border officer would see us – Turkish names but utterly silent – and ask my baba, ‘Neden Türkçe konuşmuyorlar?’ ‘Why don’t they speak Turkish?’

*

Things were shifting though. Over my teenage years, there was a new government in Turkey, and they were different. For one, it seemed competent and purposeful – those million-lira notes disappeared, and all of a sudden Turkish money seemed like any other, in sensible notes of fives and tens. But there was something more profound about them, and what they stood for: conservative, overtly religious, to put it bluntly, a threat to the secular establishment my family had known their whole lives.

Elections after elections, referendums, court cases, showdowns with the military, they just kept winning. Before I knew it, first my teens, and then nearly all my twenties had passed, but they were still there, as the stories coming out of Turkey were getting darker and darker still: a failed coup, hundreds of thousands imprisoned, the country with the highest number of journalists in jail anywhere in the world. More specifically, he was still there. As I found myself asked more and more – even by strangers – ‘What do you think of Erdoğan?’ If I bristled at the question, I understood it too. It wasn’t just that he seemed everywhere – striking a deal with the EU over refugees, or launching another incursion into Syria– but that they sensed Turkey, what was happening to it, perhaps had some wider lessons for the rest of the world: how flawed democracies fail, how strong men rise, and whether anything can be done to stem the tide.

The weight of our Turkishness began to pull again. My baba would play ‘Aldırma Gönül’ on the piano – another bit of dad magic, how he could instantly fill the room with music. It was an old leftist anthem from the 1970s, but its lyrics were mournful all the same, written by an imprisoned dissident poet decades ago: Gönül aldırma / Görecekler günler daha var, ‘Don’t mind my heart / there are still more days to see.’ Our visits to our family – all long since relocated to İstanbul – had a different texture too. I remember the warm summer nights of my childhood, the procession of relatives, and the two-kiss greetings with men with stubble like iron filings. But now those long conversations on the terrace – the lights of the city twinkling below us – had a slightly tragic air, like an aristocracy displaced: wealthy but uneasy, baffled, feeling like history was moving against them.

I felt it as well. My interest in Turkish politics had always come in waves, but now – a journalist myself – it had become impossible to ignore. I restarted my forever project, getting to grips with the Turkish language: the reversed word order; the lack of gender; the extendable words. Neşe-len-mey-eceğ-ini, ‘that he/she would not become cheerful’. Parmağ-ın-da-ki, ‘which was on his/her finger’. I read novels. Painfully slowly. I began to – if not exactly move – spend months at a time there. I was removing the film my baba had put over Turkey since I was a boy, to tell some stories of my own.

*

I was interested in the politics – covering the pandemic, economic crises, political dissidents – but I was drawn back as well, not least as so much of Turks’ understanding of what was happening to them seemed to rest on a broader sweep of history, of their stories from the past. Was this merely the silent masses finally being given a voice? Or the erosion of values – and freedoms – that once made Turkey unique? Or its authoritarian tradition re-emerging in a different form? Or all three? Or none at all? Of course politics everywhere is about stories, about carving beginnings, middles and ends out of reality, but in few places did they seem to matter so much.

The stories that follow are not a chronology of Turkey. Crucial things will be missed, or skipped over, or merely alluded to – for this is more mosaic than textbook of Turkey’s first hundred years. But if they share anything – from hats to communists, headscarves to bandits – it is those questions which perhaps come more naturally to someone half-in and half-out: what is Turkey, and who is it for? As such, many of them too will trace the history of that republican project – the one that bound my family for so many years – and its attempts to re-make a country in its image. It is, at points, a tale of the hard hand of the state, and its tensions with a rich and layered society beneath. There is therefore – in the finest tradition of Turkish melancholy – no shortage of tragic heroes either. But many stories too celebrate this place that I have loved, and known, as long as I have known anywhere.

I have travelled across the country and beyond, from the hills of the Black Sea in the north to the banks of the Euphrates down south, from my ancestral village to my second city of İstanbul, and pushing beyond Turkey’s borders, to communities where Turks have lived for centuries. I have spoken to hundreds of people and interviewed dozens. Still, though, this can only ever be a sliver of it. As Nâzim Hikmet wrote – that banned poet whose works my baba used to secretly carry around in his schoolbag – Turkey is bitmez, tükenmez, The Endless Country.
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Footnotes

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION


* Years later, he offered our family one of his originals, all shapes and bold colours. To my aunt’s eternal regret, Abdi and his wife – not quite understanding what it was, or more pertinently, how valuable it would be – turned it down.



* The other side of my family’s participation in Turkey’s great nation-building was less illustrious. My baba’s paternal grandfather, Zeki Kent, was working as a contractor at the presidential mansion in Çankaya, Ankara, in the 1920s. During one shift, he fell off a ladder in an empty ornamental pool, and cracked his head. He had a missing part of his skull, and severe epilepsy, for the rest of his life.


CHAPTER TWO: ON THE CUSP OF THE REPUBLIC 


* Once, at a hamam on the Black Sea, I was talking to the bath attendant about a recent earthquake. I remember distinctly, amid the soap and bubbles and with his hands on my buttocks, him telling me how it had been caused by an American bombing of Turkey’s tectonic plates.



* This is the story of Turkish history I first knew. Aged ten, for an English class I wrote an essay – not a word of which I can remember, but that still makes me cringe – about two fictional soldiers Hasan and Mehmet, off to fight the Greeks.



* Just as the Sultan himself would do – already stripped of his powers, he left for Malta on a British ship, allegedly taking his jewellery but not his wives.


CHAPTER THREE: THE LEGACIES OF HATS


* He deplored the full veiling of women too but it was not his priority.



* Indeed, much of the internal opposition to Atatürk’s rule came from deputies based around the Black Sea, who were more conservative, and perhaps more sympathetic to the caliphate too. In 1924, one deputy from nearby Trabzon was killed in Ankara. In 1926, another member from the Black Sea was implicated in an attempt to assassinate Atatürk himself.



* Some would later say they had come to Güneysu not to oppose the hat law, but for something else entirely: that they had been falsely told that there was to be a celebration and prayer around Şakal-I Şerif, a strand of the beard of Prophet Muhammed that had been brought to the village.


CHAPTER FOUR: ’38


* In the early republic, women were often used as symbols of the new modern Turkey – as teachers, nurses, civil servants, and so on. ‘Emancipated but unliberated’, as one scholar put it, for they were still pressed into service for the state. Gökçen was the same logic stretched further: she was allowed to fly in Dersim, and celebrated for it; but neither she nor any woman was actually permitted to join the air force proper.


CHAPTER TWELVE: THE PRISON NATION


* The ruling concerned his pre-trial detention only. Can Dündar, the journalist in question, was later convicted of espionage and fled to Germany.



* The author put this claim – and many other allegations about Silivri Prison – to the Turkish Directorate of Communications, but received no response.



* My first job was based in a prison in London, for which I travelled to over thirty others across the UK.



* I wrote a letter to Hakan’s address in Silivri Prison to ask him questions directly, a letter which, to my knowledge, he never received.
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