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"As we approached the house 1saw a dim
light through the windows and began to
hear keening wails and piercing screams
echoing into the darkness. Upon entering
the door the din increased and 1suddenly
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to deal with vvhat lvvas facing."
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FOREWORD

ver four decades ago, when a young man of twenty-one,
O I embarked on what was to become the most formative expe-

rience of my life. The events I encountered between October
1964 and March 1966, while living in a remote mountain village in
northwestern Turkey have never left me, and, indeed, in one sense, the
village of Bereketli (‘Blessedness’) has never really let me go. It has
taken me forty-four years to come to terms with the significance of the
Bereketli years in shaping the course of my life. For it was there that I
became a man, just as it was there that what has become my lifelong
fascination with Turkey, its people and its history began.

The villagers of Bereketli taught me not only the meaning of misa-
firperverlik (literally the act of caring for or nourishing a guest or vis-
itor), but also instilled in me a sense of fatality, best summed up by
the oft-repeated phrase insaallab (if God so wills). By their willing-
ness to share what little they had with a stranger they touched a chord
in my heart, just as by their stoicism in accepting whatever came their
way, they taught me the futlity of thinking that we are ever really in
control.

It was the friendship of the Mubtar (elected village head) Kéimil
Aslantekin that served to guide me through each new experience, and,
at the same time, explained what must have often seemed to the vil-



lagers to be my rather strange behavior, in such a manner that it too
became acceptable. He was the agabey (elder brother) I never had,
and his countless acts of kindness turned what otherwise might have
been a miserable eighteen months into the most memorable period of
my life.

The friendships I made, with young and old alike, remain today
some of the closest human encounters I have ever enjoyed. The young
unmarried men of the village, known as delikanlis (wild bloods), such
as Ozcan Can and Turhan Demiralp; married men, such as Mehmet
Sadik Demirel, Ayhan Hangiil, and Muamber Erdem; the village
school teachers, inciuding Mustafa Hoca (Mustafa Demiralp, a native
of Bereketli who was a product of the Village Institute program); the
carpentry and masonry course instructors, Kemal Beyaz and Yusuf
(whose last name I no longer recall); and virtually every other man in
the village, through their hospitality, their sharing of their home-
grown tobacco, their signaling to the proprictors of the village coffee
houses that the next glass of tea I drank was to go on their account,
and numerous other acts of kindness, made it clear that I was more
than a guest; they made me feel at home in Bereketli.

The series of sketches or vignettes that follow are representative of
both the high and low points of my Bereketli days. They are subjec-
tive recollections, indeed a few may be exaggerated in tone, due to
having been told and retold over the intervening forty years. Others
are purposely muted, for there are memories that even with the pass-
ing of time I still hesitate to recall. With one or two notable excep-
tions, the chapters all deal with the interactions I had with the men of
Bereketli. This is a reflection of the fact that I was living in a male
world, whether it was in the coffee house, or hunting in the hills.

That said, this work is humbly dedicated to all the Bereketlians: to
the small children who followed Hit Agabey (elder brother Heath)
about the village, to the girls and women who smiled and nodded in
greeting, to the delikanlis and men (young and old) with whom I spent
my waking hours. Most of my Bereketli friends are gone, ‘nur icinde
yatsinlar’ (may they rest in peace), and even those who were young
children when I lived amongst them are today grandparents.



Indeed, it was a growing awareness of my own mortality that, after
so many years, finally prompted me to set down on paper the story of
my introduction to Turkey. I began by simply jotting down a list of
what would ultimately become chapter headings. I did so at the urg-
ing of the journalist Rauf Tamer, who had been after me for some time
to tell him about my life in Turkey, so that he could then write a book
about it. It was only when I had begun to set down the outline of what
I planned to share with him that I began writing. What follows is the
result; as I recalled those far-off days in Bereketli the words began to
flow.

Setting down on paper the recollections of my Bereketli days was
for me a cathartic experience. I hope that these vignettes will be of
interest too for you, the readers.






INTRODUCTION

s is the case with well over half of the country’s urban residents
A;oday, my life in Turkey began not in Istanbul, Ankara or
zmir, but rather in a small Anatolian village, that of Bereketli
(‘Blessedness’), nestled in the foothills of Kaz Dag (Mount Ida) some
twenty-five kilometers northwest of Balikesir. It was only after spend-
ing close to two years in that setting that I, as so many millions of
other Turkish villagers, was to migrate to the city. For this reason I
have always felt a certain affinity, not to mention sympathy, for those
millions of Turks who have been transplanted from the relative secu-
rity of Anatolian village life to the hustle and bustle of Turkey’s met-
ropolitan centers. That experience gave me a perspective that those
Turks born in the country’s citics have never shared.

With this in mind, and after a great deal of urging by friends (who
have been regaled over the past forty years by tales of my introduction
to the country I have come to love), I decided to set down on paper
a series of reminiscences detailing both the high and low points of my
Turkish experiences during the first two years of what has become my
four-decades-plus ongoing affair with my adopted homeland.

Having spent a rather nomadic childhood (I grew up in south India
and spent the two years before coming to Turkey running a bar on the
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island of Formentera in Spain and living in Tangier, Morocco), in the
Spring of 1964, I filled out an application to join what the late presi-
dent John Kennedy had created three years earlier as the Peace Corps.
A few weeks later, having forgotten that I had done so, I was surprised
when I opened the mail and found a letter informing me that I had
been accepted for a three-month training program to prepare me to
serve as a ‘Rural Community Development’ Peace Corps Volunteer in
Turkey. Having recovered from my initial shock, my first reaction was
to reach for an atlas to make sure that Turkey was where I thought it
was: somewhere cast of Western Europe and west of India! I now
knew where I was going, even if I didn’t have the vaguest idea as to
the meaning of ‘Rural Community Development,’ or for that matter
just what the Peace Corps was all about. Nor was I all that sure just
what twist of fate had decided that out of the dozens of countries
round the world that had opened their doors to the Peace Corps, my
spin of the wheel had landed on Turkey.

It was only later that I remembered that when filling out the appli-
cation form there had been a question with three blank boxes asking
that I rank the three countries that I would like to serve in. At that
stage of my life I was fixated with islands and quickly filled in the first
box with ‘Ceylon,’ and the second box with ‘South Pacific.” As I had
no third choice, it was only force of habit that made me decide to write
something in the last box, and to this day I am uncertain as to why I
wrote ‘Middle East.” Whatever my reasoning at the time, as fate would
have it, those two words were to determine the future course of my
life.

Turkey was still considered part of the Middle East in those days,
but because my first choice Ceylon had just elected its first socialist
prime minister—a woman whose first action was to change the island’s
name to Sri Lanka and whose second step was to throw the Peace
Corps out of her country—that option was out. As the Peace Corps did
not begin to send volunteers to the South Pacific islands for another
couple of years, thereby eliminating that possibility as well, my third
choice had, by a process of elimination, become my first, and I was
poised to take the step that would literally shape the rest of my life.

-12-



Three months later, having been subjected to an intensive, and as
time would show, generally worthless course of instruction in Turkish,
I, with my active vocabulary of under two hundred words, together
with sixty-eight other similarly unprepared young Americans, was
poised to do my part in helping develop an as yet unnamed Turkish
village. We memorized a large number of useless phrases, such as
buralarda benzinci var mz? (is there a gasoline station round here?) —
I say useless because not only were Peace Corps volunteers forbidden
to drive in Turkey, but the village I was destined to live in didn’t even
have a real road. Also, after having listened to countless lectures on life
in a Turkish village, some of which were delivered by a volunteer who
had just returned from two years in Turkey and the remainder by aca-
demics who had never come closer to their subject than the glimpse
one got from the windows of a fast-moving bus en route from Ankara
to Istanbul, I was given an airplane ticket and told to be at Kennedy
Airport in New York a week later.

The vignettes that follow all stem from the unknown urge that
prompted me to fill in the blank on the Peace Corps application form
with the words ‘Middle East.” That choice led me first to the Anatolian
village of Bereketli where I was to learn a variety of lessons that have
stood me well in the intervening years, leading into a career as an-aca-
demic whose research and publications focus on Turkey and her
Ottoman past. In the course of the past forty years I have come in con-
tact with all manner of Turks, from village shepherds and fishermen to
prime ministers and presidents, from titans of industry to the corner
bakkalgis (grocers), and I have learned and continue to learn from all
of them. Their countless acts of hospitality and kindness have instilled
in me an appreciation for them and their country. I was born an
American (a decision I had no choice in), but I have chosen to live my
life devoted to Turkey, her people and her history. It has been an
odyssey filled with countless encounters and memories, some of which
I will share with you in the following pages.
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PART I
ARRIVAL IN TURKEY
(October 1964)






Chapter 1

The Otel Berlin and the
Ankara brothels (genel evieri)

t was a fourteen-hour trip from New York to Ankara, and Pan

Am managed to arrive in Turkey at such an hour that it was not

only night, but aside from the dim lights flickering in the termi-
nal, pitch black. The trip had not been a pleasant one as the depar-
ture from Kennedy Airport had been preceded by a last visit from
our Greek-American Peace Corps doctor who had suddenly remem-
bered that, along with all the inoculations and vaccinations he had
already inflicted upon us, he had forgotten the mandatory shot for
hepatitis: gamma globulin. This meant that one by one sixty-nine
Peace Corps volunteers were ushered into a small side room, ordered
to bare their backsides, and, in accordance with their body weights
received the mandatory shot (or shots as was the case with me). In
those years this particular torture was administered in dosages deter-
mined by one’s body weight. For me this meant sixteen centiliters —
a dosage that was too large for a single syringe, thereby entailing a
shot in each cheek. We were all assured that hepatitis was a major
problem in Turkey and that this was a necessary preventative. What
we were not told was that the half-life of gamma globulin was six
weeks, that meant that we were only going to be protected for the
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An Ongoing Affair

first month and a half of what was scheduled to be a twenty-one-
month stint in a Turkish village.

Later on, when I had become a bit more familiar with the divide
separating Turks and Greeks, I decided that our Greek-American
Peace Corps physician had injected us not with a prophylactic, but
rather with his own prejudice against our having been (in his opinion)
foolish enough to want to spend two years in Turkey. Be that as it
may, sixty-nine young Americans, too sore to sit, flew standing up for
fourteen hours as Pan American Flight 1 made, what seemed like, its
never-ending way to Ankara’s Esenboga Airport.

In 1964 Esenboga was not yet a suburb of Ankara, nor was it
linked to the capital with a six-lane highway. Upon leaving the termi-
nal we were herded onto buses and set off in total darkness for what
was to have been our first glimpse of Turkey. Once again, most of us
stood for the one-hour trip until, finally, the buses drew up in front of
the not-so-imposing Otel Berlin in, what later I was to learn was, the
Ulus quarter of Ankara.

Too tired and excited to even think of sleep (despite having been
up for the previous twenty-four hours), I was determined to explore
my new surroundings. I found an equally adventurous companion
and, as we were about to set out, we were approached by another
Peace Corps volunteer who happened to be staying in the hotel.
Having arrived in Turkey three months earlier he was eager to impress
us with his newly acquired knowledge and enquired where we were
going. When told that we just wanted to get a feel for the city he sug-
gested that we walk down the hill with him so that he could show us
a site worth seeing: the Ankara genel evleri (literally, ‘general houses,’
i.e., municipal brothels). As the word ‘ev’ (house) was among the two
hundred I had committed to memory, along with the plural ‘ler,” I
assumed that we were going to someone’s house. While I also knew
the word ‘genel’ (general), I had no idea what it meant when used in
conjunction with the word evler (houses). As a result, I really had no
idea where we were headed. Needless to say, when we arrived at our
destination and passed through the barbed wire gate and past the
policemen standing guard, I was more,than a little surprised. As we
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The Otel Berlin and the Ankara Brothels

wound our way past a steady throng of men, stopping on occasion in
front of the houses where the ladies of the night displayed their not-
so-appealing wares, I had my first taste of culture shock. In less than
twenty-four hours I had been transplanted from the hustle and bustle
of downtown Manhattan (where as a parting gift from my native clime
I had been issued a ticket for jaywalking) to the back streets of
Ankara’s seedier side. Fatigued by lack of sleep, compounded by hav-
ing stood for most of the past fifteen hours, I literally walked about for
an hour or so in a state of shock. As I did so, I have a clear recollec-
tion of beginning to wonder whether or not my coming to Turkey had
been a terrible mistake.

I do not recall leaving the genel evleri, but I do know that I had
not been tempted to partake of its offerings. On the way back to the
hotel, I remember stopping at a restaurant and sampling my first
Turkish food. It was a bowl of soup, called iskembe ¢orbasi, that
recked of garlic as did our fellow patrons and myself after the first sip.
As the word iskembe (tripe) had not yet permeated my 200-word
vocabulary (but ¢orba had), I only knew that it was soup. Forty-five
years later I cannot pass an iskembeci without recalling my first night
and first meal in Turkey. Fortunately, it was not, in either case, to be
my last.
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Chapter 2

Ismet Inénii & ‘Don’t cry, please don’t
cry, little man’

y first two days in Turkey were spent in a series of endless

l\ /I mectings... meetings that today I have no recollection of
whatsoever. What I do remember is that at the end of the

second day we were bundled into buses and taken for a photo oppor-.
tunity with the then prime minister Ismet Inénii. As we lined up with
Ismet Paga (I was standing to his left), he spotted the five-year-old son
of one of the Peace Corps staff whose father had brought him along
for reasons known only to himself. The prime minister no sooner
noticed the child than he stepped forward and motioned the little boy
to approach. Pushed from behind by his father he advanced slowly.
When he came within reach, Ismet Pgsa leaned down (given his
diminutive stature he didn’t have all that far to lean) and, in the
Turkish fashion, gently pinched both of the youngster’s checks. The
child’s response was to begin shrieking. Inénii, clearly unnerved by
this unexpected reaction, leaned forward once again and softly
addressed the boy in perfect English: “Don’t cry, please don’t cry, lit-
tle man.” I am not sure that anyone else present, aside from the child
and I, heard what he said. But his soothing words had the desired
effect and the little boy stopped his hysterical outburst as abruptly as
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me

ismet inénii meets the Turkey V Peace Corps volunteers

it had begun. We posed for our group photo, | shook the hand of one
ofthe founders of the Turkish Republic, and we were ofFto yet anoth-
er meeting.

It was a number of years later that | came to realize just what an
historical event | had witnessed. ismet inénii, the man who had worn
out his interlocutors at the Lausanne Peace Conference in 1923 by
exaggerating his deafness and refusing to be rushed into anything
(partly on the grounds that he did not understand the language they
were speaking), had actually spoken English in my presence. | may be
one of the few, or perhaps the only, living persons, who can State for
certain that ismet Pasa knew English... for | actually heard him speak
it less than forty-eight hours after my arrival in Turkey.



PART II
THE BEREKETLI YEARS
(October 1964-February 1966)






Chapter 3

From Ankara to Balikesir & beyond

fter what seemed like an eternity, but in reality couldn’t have
A:ccn more than a week, we sat down to learn where we would
¢ spending the next two years of our lives. I had hopes of
finding myself in a coastal area — it didn’t matter whether it was the
Black Sea, Aegean or Mediterranean — but those fantasies were soon
dashed when I was informed that I had been assigned to a village
called Bereketli, that was in the northwestern Anatolian province of
Balikesir. Furthermore, accompanying me to Bereketli was a young
female volunteer named Bonnie Landes, one of my cohorts whom I
hadn’t really gotten to know very well during the three months of our
training. As the Peace Corps staff hadn’t had the foresight to bring a
map of Turkey to the meeting, I rushed down to the nearest book-
store (the old Tarhan’s in Kizilay), to purchase a map of Turkey and
find out just where it was that I was headed. I managed to locate -
Balikesir on my new map but that is as far as I got. It seemed that the
toponym ‘Bereketli’ had not yet found its way onto the available
cartography.
Bright and early the next morning, we said our goodbyes to our
fellow volunteers who were heading east, south and north, and those
of us going west climbed into a minibus for the trip to what for me
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An Ongoing Affair

was still nowhere. I was somewhat heartened to find that my girlfriend
Jeanne (who less than a year later was to become my first wife) was at
least heading west as well. In her case it was to a village in Bilecik, that
on my map seemed to be not all that far from Balikesir. As we moved
west from Polatl to Eskisehir to Bilecik, Bursa and beyond, I remem-
ber thinking that I really had no idea what I was doing. For, despite
the never-ending round of lectures, nobody had ever explained to my
satisfaction just what being a Peace Corps volunteer entailed, and, in
particular, what working in rural community development meant. It
was little satisfaction to realize that my fellow sixty-eight companions
had no more idea than I as to what they were supposed to spend the
next two years doing. What we had been told was that we would be
working with members of the Ministry of Education’s newly created
Halk Egitim Miidiirliigii (Adult Education Directorate), the forerun-
ner of what eventually was to become the Ministry of Village Affairs
(Koy Isleri Bakanlig). As events would soon prove, the representa-
tives of this newly created body had as little idea as we did as to just
what our role was supposed to be.

In retrospect it seems that when the Peace Corps entered Turkey
in 1962, it knew as little about Turkey, as the United States was to
know about Iraq when it entered that country forty years later.
Planning in advance was not (and still is not) America’s strong point.

After what seemed like a never-ending bus ride, broken only by the
occasional stop to let off pairs of our compatriots, Bonnie and I found
ourselves alone on the minibus that continued to move steadily west-
ward. By this time night had fallen, and when we finally pulled into
Balikesir the city had already rolled up the sidewalks for the evening
and we were unceremoniously dumped in front of the less-than-inspir-
ing Otel Ozgiir Palas (Hotel Ozgiir Palace). There was no one to
greet us, nor did the concierge scem to know that we were expected,
but aided by my growing vocabulary (a week in Ankara had added at
least ten words to my Turkish), I managed to get us a couple of rooms
and figure out that the dining room was still open. In time, the Otel
Ozgiir Palas’s restaurant was to become one of my favorite eating
spots in Balkesir, but my first impression of the hotel was less than
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Erom Ankara to Balikesir & Beyond

impressive. It soon got worse as, having climbed two flights of stairs
lugging all my worldly possessions, I entered my room only to find
that it had five beds, two of which were already occupied by other
men. In those days, even in the provincial capitals of Anatolia, one
rented a bed, not a room, in a hotel.

The next morning, after a sleepless night due to the incessant snor-
ing of one of my room-mates, the Balikesir Halk Egitim Miidiirii
(Adult Education Director) arrived at the hotel and, with the help of
a dictionary and a great deal of sign language, made it clear that he was
going to accompany us out to the village of Bereketli. However,
before we began the last leg of our journey, we were going to pay the
mandatory visit to the governor of the province. When we arrived at
the Vilayet (Government Office) and were ushered into the presence
of the Governor (Vali); a man with whom, in time, I would have an
up-and-down relationship, we were also introduced to a middle-aged
woman who had been summoned to be our interpreter, in keeping
with her position as the head of the English Language Department at
the local high school. The governor began issuing what sounded like
a series of rapid fire orders and after a couple of minutes of non-stop
harangue paused for the interpreter to convey his words for our ben-
efit. There was just one problem, while our translator probably knew
far more English grammar than I did (or ever will), she couldn’t real-
ly speak the language that she spent her life instructing others in. As it
became increasingly clear that there was no communication, the
Governor’s level of irritation went up accordingly. He began to berate
first the school teacher, and then, when I attempted to intervene,
turned his wrath on me. Thus began what was to become one of the
more rocky relationships I was to experience in the next two years. By
the time we finally left his office it had become clear that: a) he
thought we were spies; b) he expected weekly reports from me (deliv-
ered in person) on my activities in the village; and, ¢) I clearly had not
managed to make a new friend. As fate would have it, I was to see a
great deal of this gentleman in the next year, and some time was to
pass before either of us would modify our first opinions with regard to
the other.
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An Ongoing Affatr

Somewhat shaken, we climbed into a waiting jeep for the forty-five
minute ride to our new home. As we slowly moved from the hustle
and bustle of Balikesir out into the countryside, I suddenly realized I
was already beginning to miss the familiarity of the Otel Ozgiir Palas,
if not my two unwelcome roommates of the previous evening. After
what seemed like an endless ride we approached a turn in the dirt road
we were on and saw a group of a couple of hundred men, women and
children, waiting to welcome us to Bereketli. They scooped up our
luggage, and I proceeded to shake a couple of hundred hands as we
walked the last kilometer into the village, and I repeated the phrase
hos bulduk (the thank you one says in response to a welcoming greet-
ing) over and over again.

Before reaching the village, in answer to the query isminiz nedir?
(what is your name?), I had replied ‘Heath’ several dozen times, only
to have my questioners repeat what I said back to me as ‘Hit’ (the ‘th’

"sound being non-existent in Turkish), over and over again. It was as
‘Hit’ or, Hit Bey (Mr Heath), or Hit Agabey (elder brother Heath)
that I would be known for the next two years. In time, this version of
my name was to be the cause of frequent misunderstanding, due to its
proximity to the Turkish word “it” eaning a female dog or bitch. I
soon learned that one of the more common forms of insulting some-
one in Bereketli was to refer to them as an it oglu it (son of a bitch).
On more than one occasion in the ensuing months, I was introduced
by one or another village friend to strangers as “bizim Amerikali, Hit
Bey,” (‘our American, Mr Heath’), only to find my friends lectured
about the impropriety of referring to God’s guest (tanr: misafiri) as an
it (bitch). All this, however, was in the future. For the moment I was
busy meeting my new neighbors, and trying to get used to respond-
ing to the name Hit.

It was a hot day and by the time we reached the village square in
front of the coffee house I was both exhausted and in an advanced
state of culture shock. The one thing I wasn’t was hungry.
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Chapter 4

Eating a sheep in the village meydan

the first of what, by the end of the day, was to be at least two

dozen small glasses of scalding hot tea sweetened with several
spoonfuls of sugar. With each glass someone handed me a cigarette (I
hadn’t smoked much before that afternoon) that I accepted and lit as
if instinctively knowing that they were sharing what little they had
with me. It was only later that I realized that my first cigarettes had all
been store bought, for Bereketli was a tobacco-growing village and in
the normal course of events everyone rolled and smoked their own
home-grown tobacco. However, in 1964 smoking tobacco that had
not first been sold to the state and taxed was a crime punishable by,
what for the villagers was, a stiff fine. Therefore, knowing that an offi-
cial from the provincial capital was scheduled to accompany their new
American guests, the Mubtar (elected village head) Kimil Aslantekin,
had insisted that everyone put aside their own tobacco pouches and
smoke the store-bought variety. As this meant either the cheapest
brand on the market Ugiincii (Third) or the second cheapest Ikinci
(Second), I have a recollection of my throat burning due to the unac-
customed smoke, of dozens of faces pressed up close to mine, and a
steady stream of conversation of which I may have comprehended only

Iwas ushered into the nearby coffee house and began to consume
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ten percent. Seated next to me, round a wobbly small square table,
were several individuals who, in the coming months, were to become
close friends. Indeed one, the Muhtar himself would prove to be the
elder brother | had never had. For the moment they were strangers
who, it seemed, were intent on talking me to death.

Noticeably missing from our gathering was Bonnie, my female
compatriot, who had been quickly whisked offto an equally incompre-
hensible grueling by the distaffside of the Bereketli populace. My only
real recollection of the next hour or so is of endless faces and voices.
When the official from the Capital who had accompanied us spoke,
silence ensued and the villagers (probably in hopes of learning what |
was doing there) respectfully listened to the representative of the State.
To say that | was in shock would almost certainly be an understate-
ment.

My sense of helplessness was heightened when, after half a dozen
glasses of tea and an equal number of strong cigarettes, we were ush-
ered into the square in front of the coffee house where a table and



Eating a Sheep in the Village Meydan

seven chairs had been brought from the school house. The Mubtar
(Kémil Aslantekin), the village school teacher (Mustafa Hoca), the
Adult Education Director from Balikesir, Bonnie (who had miracu-
lously reappeared) and I were now joined by two young men (Kemal
and Yusuf), whom, I was to learn later, were the Adult Education
Department instructors in, respectively, a woodworking and a mason-
ry course, that the teenage boys of the village were to be enrolled in
the coming year. The seven of us sat down, with virtually the entire
cight hundred residents of the village gathered round watching, and
proceeded to eat (in some six courses) a rather large sheep. I quickly
learned that this particular animal had parts I had never dreamed of
consuming, including a head, complete with eye-balls! Before I was
allowed to rise from that table in the square I had sampled them all.
There was no longer any doubt in my mind whatsoever: I had
undoubtedly made a serious mistake in coming to Turkey.

After this feast, that lasted well over two hours, the Adult
Education Director stood up to take his leave and it suddenly dawned
on me that my last link with the outside world was about to be bro-
ken. The departure of this official and his jeep meant that I really was
staying on in Bereketli. I didn’t dwell on this for too long, as in the
course of the past hour I had become increasingly aware of an ever-
growing need to find a toilet. The combination of the endless cups of
tea (that had resumed as the meal neared its climax), the food I had
caten, and the fact that my last visit to the bathroom had been some
ten hours earlier in the Otel Ozgiir Palas in Balikesir, had culminated
in a need to relieve myself that was rapidly approaching a critical stage.
My discomfort must have been evident, because while I was desperate-
ly trying to come up with the correct manner of asking for a toilet in
Turkish, the Mubtar motioned to me. I got up and accompanied him
to the courtyard of the village cdmii (mosque), and was introduced to
the hole in the ground that was to serve my needs for the next year. I
took the opportunity, having relieved my bladder, to empty my stom-
ach as unobtrusively as possible (although some time later Kdmil Bey
told me that he had heard me throwing up the meal I had been eat-
ing for the past two hours), as either the six courses of sheep, the eye-
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ball, or the several slabs of sweetened kabak (cooked pumpkin) with
which my initial foray into the cuisine of Bereketli ended, had result-
ed in a very upset stomach.

Having taken care of the essentials I began to feel that I might just
live, and so we proceeded (still within the confines of the mosque
compound) up a flight of stairs to my new home. It was a room that
in the late 19th century had served as the classroom where village boys
had been taught to memorize the Qur’an (Koran), a practice frowned
upon in post-coup 1964 secular Turkey, and that prior to my arrival
(and thereafter as well) was the Mubtar Odas: (Mayor’s Office), or
K6y Odasi (Village Room). I was pleased to see that next to the yer
yatak (mattress rolled out on the floor) were the sum total of my
belongings, that had been augmented before my arrival with a ‘Peace
Corps Library’ (some 150 books in English — most of which I had
read), and my own personal medical kit (filled with all manner of
things designed to keep me alive until I could get to a doctor should
the need arise), and a bag of assorted sports equipment. The books
and sports equipment were untouched, but the medical kit had clear-
ly been examined by numerous hands. It was only some time later that
I was to learn that when these packages had arrived (a week before my
humble self), my hosts, who were just as curious as I was about what
I was supposed to be doing in their midst, had decided on the basis of
the contents of my medical kit, that I was just what they had been
praying for: a doctor.

I don’t remember the rest of the day. I do know that by the time I
was finally able to extract myself from the hands of my hosts, I felt like
I had a slight fever. I opened my medical kit, took a couple of aspirins,
paid a quick visit to the bathroom (that I shared with the rest of the vil-
lage), and fell into a deep sleep in my new home. I know it was deep,
because when the mice with whom I was to live for the next year began
playing cirit (jereed) across my chest and face, I was so exhausted that
all I did was brush them off and go back to sleep. Thus began what was
to be two of the most pivotal and important years of my life.



Chapter 5

The longest invitation list in the world
& meat every day

becoming acquainted with my new four-legged bedtime compan-
ions on my first night in Bereketli, the men of the village had been
summoned by the Mubtar to an unprecedented meeting in the largest
of the village coffee houses. The topic of discussion was me and the
question to be resolved was how the village was to feed this tanr: mis-
afiri (unexpected overnight guest) who had suddenly appeared on
their doorstep. While village custom dictated that any stranger was to
be hosted for three days and nights, this one (me) was planning to stay
for two years. The problem was that I was a male and unmarried, and
therefore automatically assumed to be unable to take care of myself
(no similar concern was expended on behalf of Bonnie, who, being a
woman, was naturally thought to be capable of looking after her own
‘needs). I was the problem and the meeting was called to determine
how I was to be looked after and fed.
The heads of the one hundred and twenty-cight households of
Bereketli had all answered the Mubtar’s summons, and, after a great
deal of discussion, it was decided that on a rotating basis each family in

It was several months before I was to learn that while I had been
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the village would host me for a twenty-four hour period. To organize
this undertaking, a list was circulated and one by one each man of the
village signed his name (or scrawled his mark as the case might be),
thereby pledging to host me for a day. Forty-three years later, that list,
albeit now somevvhat tattered, is stili one of the few possessions that has
accompanied me step by step throughout my life. From time to time |
take it out and read Over the names of old friends and acquaintances
(almost ali of whom are now deceased) and recall what was the most
spontaneous act of human kindness ofwhich | have to this date been the
recipient.

Before the meeting adjourned, some time was devoted to what my
hosts should plan to serve me. Given the fact that every man in atten-
dance had stood round earlier that day watching while | devoured a
fair part of a large sheep, there was a consensus that their American
liked meat and therefore it was decided that | should be fed meat at
least once a day. The only person in attendance who could have dis-



The Longest Invitation List in the World & Meat Every Day

abused them of the view that [ was a meat lover was the Mubtar who
was far too clever to do so. There was also some discussion regarding
where I was to be fed and again a consensus was reached that for
breakfast a tray would be delivered to the Mubtar Odas: on my behalf,
while at noon I would join my host of the day at his coffee house
(there were three in the village separated by politics and/or age)
where food would be brought from his home. In the evening I would
join my host, together with his family and friends (sometimes with
Bonnie and usually with the Mubtar and village school teacher also in
attendance) in his home.

What this meant was that by the time I had been in Bereketli for
four months I would have been a guest in literally every home and met
and come to know every man, woman and child in the village. That is
exactly what happened. For the next one hundred and twenty-cight
days I was féted in home after home, and, night after night, the menu
included some form of meat: a chicken, a goose, a piece of lamb, or
sucuk (garlic-flavored sausage). In short, people (many of whom did
not eat any meat from bayram to bayram, i.e., religious holiday to reli-
gious holiday), went out of their way to ensure that their tanr: misafiri
never sat down to an evening meal without some form of meat being
placed before him. The poorer families went so far as to borrow a chick-
en from their neighbors, but Hit Bey always ate meat. This sense of
misafirperverlik (hospitality) is the overwhelming impression I have of
my life in Bereketli, even prior to the time (some six months later) that
I learned about the meeting held on my first night, and long before I
had come to realize that everyone didn’t eat meat every day in
Bereketli.
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Chapter 6

I still hear the cries of ‘ye, y¢* (‘eat, eat’)
in the occasional nightmare

ithin a few short days of my arrival in Bereketli, life had

s ; s ; begun to enter a routine. There would be a knock on the

door of my room at 5 a.m., accompanied by a tray bearing

bread, olives, cheese, jam and tea, usually delivered by my host for the

day or by one of his children. Once every two or three days this rou-

tine would vary and instead of being greeted by the expected tray I

would find my host empty-handed. This was a sign that we would be
going to his coffee house to have our breakfast there together.

The coffee houses in Bereketli were three in number. The largest,
that was located in the village square, was the kGy kabvesi (official vil-
lage coffee house), that, in my day, had been leased to Bereketli’s sole
Korean War veteran, Sakir. As it was owned by the village it was open
to all, but clearly under the purview of the Muhtar Kimil, who, like all
village head men in post-coup 1964 Turkey, had been selected for his
post due to his being a member of the Republican People’s Party.
While personally extremely popular (a fact borne out a year later when
he was elected with 80% of the vote to the position that he had initial-
ly been appointed to), his politics however were not embraced by the
majority of the electorate who were firmly committed to the
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The weekly baking day

Democrat Party ofthe late Adnan Menderes. The Democrats had their
own coffee house as well (it was owned and operated by Arif
Aslantekin, an uncle ofthe Muhtar), and on those days when my host
happened to be a partisan of that party, it would be my first stop of
the day. In addition, the delikanhs (literally, ‘wild bloods.” i.e., young



‘Ye, ye’

unmarried males) had their own establishment and, as by age and sta-
tus, I too was one of them, I likewise always spent a part of every day
in their midst. In short, I spent a lot of time drinking tea, smoking cig-
arettes and listening to the news on Radyo Ankara.

One thing was certain: from the moment I left my room in the
morning until I closed the door at night I was never alone in Bereketli.
I quickly learned that part of being a good host (and the entire village
were my hosts) meant never leaving your guest alone. In an Anatolian
village, spending time alone is definitely considered an abnormality.
The only people who do so are the shepherds, who are regarded with
suspicion for having spent so much time alone. After all, everyone

"knows that the solitude associated with tending one’s flocks has given
the world monotheism and the prophets Moses, Jesus and
Mohammad.

My most frequent companion was the Mubtar Kimil. He was, after
all, responsible for my well-being, and in the same manner that he had
arranged for my feeding and lodging, he became my first (and closest)
friend in my new life. He was one of those rare individuals, who, with-
out the benefit of much formal education (he had two years beyond
the primary school level), were truly wise in all the things that count
in life. It is to him that I really owe my lifelong fascination with, and
love of, Turkey and its people. If he was otherwise occupied he made
certain that one of his associates (members of his ibtiyar beyeti, or
council of elders) was delegated to accompany me.

As evening approached, I would be summoned by that day’s host
for dinner and, accompanied usually by the Mubtar, and sometimes by
Bonnie as well, would visit a new home each day. As my first Fall in
Bereketli was a particularly wet one, and the village streets (or what
passed for such) were always muddy, I had taken to wearing a pair of
high lace-up boots that were particularly inappropriate for entering
and leaving village homes. They meant that before entering each new
house I had to stop, unlace my boots, take them off, and then repeat
the process in reverse upon leaving. As most days I was in and out of
half a dozen houses, this process quickly became a major nuisance.
Unlike me, many of the older men of Bereketli wore a much more
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practical kind of footwear known as mest lastik, a sock-like zippered
~ soft leather shoe (mest) over which a pair of short rubber goulashes
(lastik) were pulled. Upon entering a house all the wearer of this
footwear had to do was slip off the outer rubber goulashes. Designed
for facilitating the required five times daily ablutions and prayers, it
quickly became apparent to me that they were the only practical solu-
tion for life on the muddy streets and paths of Bereketli. In turn, I
promised myself that on my next visit to Balikesir my very first pur-
chase would be a pair of mest lastik.

In the meantime I continued to go through the annoying ritual of
lacing and unlacing my impractical boots. When I finally got them off
and entered the house there would be a yer sofras: (a round wooden
tray on short legs) in the middle of the floor, and we would immedi-
ately take our places round it (together with the host and maybe one
or two or his relatives or neighbors), and the women of the house
would begin bringing in the evening meal. The food was simple and
generally very good. Word quickly got out that I was particularly fond
of the village staple known as kuru fasulye (dried beans), and, from
that point on, most meals included a common dish of beans into
which we dipped our spoons. It and every course was accompanied by
large slabs of bread that the host would cut from giant round loafs. |
quickly learned that each family baked but once a week, and it made a
significant difference as to whether I was their guest on or near bak-
ing day, or several days later. For when it was fresh the bread (made
of mixed grains) was edible, but when, after a few days, it grew stale,
it became hard and (for me) barely digestible. Running the gamut of
two to five dishes, each meal was accompanied by plenty of ayran and
yogurt. Word also quickly spread that Hit Bey liked onions and each
evening there would be a whole onion and a knife next to my seat. I
ate whatever was set before me, for there was no way that I was ever
going to suggest to my generous hosts that I didn’t appreciate their
hospitality. Yet no matter how much I ate, night after night, in house
after house, the refrain from the men and womenfolk alike was always
the same: “Ye, ye, bi¢ bir sey yemiyorsun” (Eat, eat, you aren’t cating
anything). Initially, I assumed this was just exaggerated politeness on
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their part but as I heard this refrain night after night (and sometimes
at noon in the coffee houses as well), it began to get to me. I began
to pay close attention to just how many times I (and the other guests)
dipped our spoons into the common bowl. It was clear that I was eat-
ing more than my share and yet in each house all I heard was “ye, ye.”
I’d like to claim that I figured out what the problem was in a matter
of days, but in reality it was closer to a month before I began to com-
prehend. No one paid any attention to how many times you partook
of the common dish, that would have been impolite. What determined
whether or not you were eating enough was simply the amount of
bread you ate. The etiquette of Bereketli demanded that you eat at
least two large slices at each meal, only when you had done so could
your host be assured that you were full. For bread was the staff of life,
the rest was just the extra. My mistake had been not to pay close-
enough attention to my fellow guests. Once I realized what the prob-
lem was, I began dutifully eating the required kilogram of bread and
the refrain quickly changed to “Magallab, yemegimizi seviyorsun”
(Praise to God, now you like our food).

Try as hard as I could there was one aspect of the local cuisine that
I never managed to develop a taste for. Given that I had arrived in the
village in the early Fall, fresh fruit was not in season, and for my first
four months virtually every meal ended with large thick slabs of kabak
tatlis: (cooked pumpkin) doused in pekmez (grape syrup). Here too,
I quickly learned that etiquette demanded you consume at least two
large slabs of pumpkin and, while night after night I managed to do
so, I have never caten kabak tathsi since leaving Bereketli.
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Chapter 7

Who’s that playing with my butt?

here was one lesson that the instructors in the training phase of

my preparation as a Peace Corps volunteer had drummed thor-

oughly into my head. Over and over they had warned us about
what they thought were the sexual mores of Turkish village life, and
endlessly reiterated the necessity of never showing any attention what-
soever to the young girls or women of the villages we were going to
be living in. Failure to follow this advice, they warned, would have dire
consequences, and so much as a smile could lead to expulsion from the
village, or, barring that, finding oneself leveraged into an unwanted
marriage. I took these warnings to heart, and despite the fact that
almost from my first day in Bereketli I was greeted by every girl and
woman as I moved about the village, I was particularly careful never to
return anything more than a simple merbaba (hello).

These admonitions also stressed the fact that as unmarried foreign-
ers, Bonnie and I should likewise be sure that we were never alone
together. In retrospect I realize that I likewise had absorbed this
advice, and with the typical insensitiveness of youth, was so careful to
observe both the letter and the spirit of this injunction that I provid-
ed little in the way of support for my fellow volunteer, whose role as a
single woman adjusting to life in a Turkish village was to be far more
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difficult than mine. For in addition to having to deal with all the
aspects related to survival, that I as a man was sheltered from due to
the belief of our hosts that I was incapable of looking after myself,
Bonnie also had to contend with the village women, most of whom
had not even enjoyed the benefit of a primary school education and
therefore spoke a version of Turkish that even a year later I was still to
have trouble understanding.

In short, as concerns both the distaff side of the village and my fel-
low volunteer, I was intent on showing not the slightest sign of inter-
est. This, the only part of our training that scemed to have stuck with
me, meant that I was determined to live like a village man among vil-
lage men, without being seemingly aware of the fact that they too had
lives beyond the coffee shop.

This was fine until one evening, while the guest in a home at the
far end of the village, I felt a foot clearly pressing against my backside.
That evening, as on most nights, after the dishes had been cleared
from the sofra, the womenfolk of the house and some of their neigh-
bors entered the room and sat in a circle on the floor behind us to lis-
ten to the post-dinner conversation. As was often the case the room
was small and there wasn’t all that much space between the inner cir-
cle of men and the outer circle of women. My initial reaction was to
scoot forward, but there really wasn’t any place to go, and for the next
hour I continued to receive the same incessant unwanted massage on
my posterior. When finally the Mubtar rose, signaling that it was time
to go, I ventured a quick glance behind me and saw that the party
responsible for the unsolicited attention was an attractive young girl of
sixteen or seventeen. Sensing my glance she smiled coyly and I walked
out of the house feeling that I was headed for (if not already in) seri-.
ous trouble.

As fate would have it, less than a week later I was invited to the
house next door to the one in which I had first encountered the young
girl and, once again, after dinner we were joined by our hostess and
her neighbors. Almost immediately, I felt the same small foot gently
rubbing my backside. By this time I had begun to impress my fellow
villagers with my ability at remembering names (indeed, after those
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The fair Ayse at the fountain

first four months | knew virtdally everyone in Bereketli by name), and
one of the daily post-dinner rituals was being introduced to everyone
in the house. It was in this manner that | learned that the young girl
who seemed to have a fascination with my backside was named Ayse
and she was the daughter of one of the village elders named Mehmet.



An Ongoing Affair

I could hardly wait for the evening to come to an end, and, on the
walk back to my room next to the mosque, I seriously considered
broaching the subject with my friend the Mubtar, but hesitated given
his closeness to the girl’s father who was, after all, a member of his
Council of Elders.

I now began to dread what had been the highlight of my days,
namely, the approach of evening signaling that soon I would be sum-
moned to dinner. When breakfast was brought to me in the morning
I began enquiring about each day’s host, about where in the village
they lived, and on those days when it was clear that their homes were
nowhere near that of Ayse’s, I breathed a sigh of relief. Then one
night, in a house at the opposite end of the village from my caressing
little friend, I once again felt a familiar foot stroking itself against my
backside. I had forgotten that young Ayse might have relatives who
lived in other parts of the village.

When my four-month stint as a guest in each house ended I
breathed another sigh of relief knowing that aside from what seemed
to be quite frequent encounters with Ayse on the street, where on
each occasion I was grected by a coy smile and friendly words, to that
I responded with my standard merbaba, I was unlikely to find myself
subjected to that insistent foot.

It was several months later, while sitting in the coffee house, that I
announced to the assembled men that I was going to get married and
would be leaving the following week to do so. After the expected
round of questions as to why I wasn’t going to marry Bonnie (her par-
ents had paid a visit the previous month to Bereketli and the general
consensus was that this meant that they must have plenty of money, a
fact that made Bonnie a particularly desirous candidate for matrimo-
ny), and why I wasn’t going to have the wedding in Bereketli, one of
my companions, a loveable giant known as Hirsiz Ibrahim (due to his
propensity for picking up lighters and pens left on the coffee house
tables), spoke up and said “Hit, this is the best news we’ve ever
heard.” Given his well-known sense of wit I was anticipating a punch-
line, but nonetheless responded as expected with “What do you
mean?” His answer more than shocked me. He said, “We were all
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beginning to wonder about you. You don’t have anything to do with
boys and we knew you obviously didn’t like girls.” “Stop right there,”
I said “What do you mean I don’t like girls?” “Well” he continued,
“Mehmet’s daughter Ayse has been throwing it in your face ever since
you arrived and you never showed the slightest interest.” It was out.
The secret I had been living with for months wasn’t a secret at all. It
was known to everyone in the village, and my failure to respond to
those little feet had led to a great deal of coffee house speculation
about my sexual proclivities. This was a lesson I did not forget: there
are no secrets in a Turkish village. Everything is known to every one.

I’ve sometimes wondered how the course of my life might have
changed had I shown the slightest response to Ayse’s gentle flirting.
I might even still be sipping glasses of sweet tea in Bereketli.






Chapter 8

My foray into fasting, or my first
Ramazan

had only been in Bereketli for a couple of months when Ramazan
I(the month when Muslims fast from sun up to sun down) arrived.

Realizing that it would be unfair to expect my generous hosts to
cook for and feed me when they themselves were fasting, I decided
that the best course of action was for me to fast as well. Aware of the
fact that every move I made was known and indeed discussed at
length, I took my decision seriously and really fasted. There were a
couple of downsides to this decision. First, it meant that my normal 5
a.m. wake-up call came even earlier. Second, it meant that I was
expected to eat a full meal before sunrise, that is, at 4 a.m., before I
had even had the chance to wash my face and clear my head.

The problem of gétting up earlier was that I simply wasn’t getting
enough sleep as it was. It wasn’t that the residents of Bereketli went
to bed too late. Far from it, by yats: (the evening prayer at two hours
after sunset) the village had pretty well rolled up its non-existent side-
walks, and aside from the occasional flicker of oil lamps or candles, was
shrouded in complete darkness. No, the problem was me. I had pur-
chased a battery-run radio and one night had discovered that at 11
p-m. on the “Voice of America” there was a great hour of jazz. Not
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My Foray Into Fasting, or My First Ramazan

only did jazz happen to be my favorite music, but with the knowledge
that if I stayed awake till 11 p.m. I would be transformed from
Bereketli to New Orleans and beyond, it quickly became an essential
part of my daily ritual.

The only problem was that when I was woken up for breakfast at 5
a.m., I really had not enjoyed the requisite amount of sleep. A nap in
the afternoon was out of the question, as whenever I tried it my door
opened repeatedly with friends enquiring as to whether I was ill. The
result was continual sleep deprivation. Now, the arrival of Ramazan
meant that I was getting even less rest, as sabur (the morning meal
before the sun rose and the fast began) made its appearance at 4 a.m.
However, unwilling to break my jazz-hour routine, and equally
unwilling to eat a huge meal in what was for me the middle of the
night, I went through the month of Ramazan hungry, sleepy and
more than a little irritable. I did, however, keep to the fast not even
sneaking the occasional cigarette or glass of water. This behavior, as
everything else I did in Bereketli, was noted by one and all and ulti-
mately led to some interesting encounters.

Having seen that their American, while an unbeliever, was fasting,
my new friends decided that I must be well disposed towards accept-
ing the true faith, and began planning my conversion. However, hav-
ing little or no confidence in the local Hoca (a product of the village
as were they), and realizing that I had a lot of books and therefore
must know how to read, they decided to enlist the aid of the Imam
of Balikesir’s Friday Mosque, the Zaganos Pasa Camii. Not far into
Ramazan, I was informed that I was to have a special guest the next
day and, as announced, the leading religious authority from the
provincial capital arrived in Bereketli to begin my introduction to the
true faith. Forewarned as to my proclivity for reading he brought with
him a Turkish-Arabic Qu#’an and several books designed to instruct
me in the practices of Islam. Having listened patiently for several
hours, I finally managed to extricate myself from his grasp and, after
having promised to faithfully read all the literature, bid my guest
goodbve:

At one point in the conversation he had broached the rather painful
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question of circumcision and seemed genuinely pleased to learn that I
had suffered that indignity as a baby and that my heretofore reticence
to embrace Islam was not due to a fear of the knife. This was but the
first of several encounters with this gentleman and while he never did
convince me to convert we did enjoy many an hour of discussion,
sweetened by countless glasses of tea.

The worst part of Ramazan was the waiting. As that year it came at
a time when the work in the fields was done, and before the first snow,
so that most of the men in the village simply sat around all day in the
coffee houses (without the boredom-relieving diversion of cards,
backgammon or dominoes — all such enjoyment being frowned upon
during Ramazan), periodically asking the kabveci (café owner) what
time it was. By an hour before sunset, the unfortunate kabveci had
been told at least a dozen times that he was late in lighting the fire to
heat the water for the long-awaited first cup of tea. At about the same
time, tins and pouches of tobacco began to appear on the tables, and
shortly thercafter the first cigarettes began to be rolled. The real
purists in our midst refrained from actually licking the paper and,
instead, simply laid out small pieces of newspaper (cigarette papers
being prohibitively expensive) with a measured amount of tobacco in
each, waiting for the Hoca to climb the minaret and announce that the
day’s fast had ended. A few minutes later one of the young boys was
ordered to stand outside on the steps to let us know the moment he
saw the Hoca begin walking toward the minaret. After that there were
calls to the kahveci to begin pouring the first round of tea. By the time
the call to prayer began to echo from the minaret, the assembled body
was all in a fever of anticipation. For the next fifteen minutes we sipped
our tea and smoked. Only when the important rituals were completed
did anyone get up from the table and head for their home in search of
sustenance more filling than caffeine and nicotine.

Shortly after the end of Ramazan, my cynical friend Hirsiz Ibrahim
and I were sitting in the coffece house rolling our home-made ciga-
rettes with a group of men, when he turned to me and asked “Hit, do
you remember Ramazan?” To which I replied, “Of course, why do
you ask?” He continued “Did you really fast? Are you sure you never
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snuck a glass of water or a cigarette?” I replied that I had indeed fast-
ed. He laughed, and said “Then you are the only person in the whole
village that did. Even the Hoca sneaks the occasional cigarette.” I
never really knew if this exchange worked to my benefit, or whether it
just made me seem even odder.
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Chapter 9

Keeping warm on purloined wood in a
Bereketli winter

inter came carly and cold to western Anatolia in 1964.
s ; s ; Bereketli was just far enough up in the foothills to bear the
brunt of it. I had purchased a small tin soba (stove), and
together with my new mest lastik (that indeed I had acquired on one
of my first forays to the city), I naively thought that I was prepared for
whatever the weather brought. I wasn’t sure just what I was supposed
to burn in my stove, for while most of my neighbors had clearly been
stockpiling tezek (dried cow dung), I possessed neither cattle nor
water buffalos, the two essential producers of that particular kind of
fuel. As I did on average ten times a day, I questioned the Mubtar on
the matter, and was relieved when he replied that he had already taken
care of it and that there would soon be a load of wood delivered to my
lodging. What he didn’t tell me was that the woodsmen upon whom
I was dependent were tabtacts (Alevis who lived on Kaz Dag), who
made their living illegally cutting and selling wood from the govern-
ment forests. He did tell me that he had ordered two loads of wood
for me and that each would cost 10 TL ($1 at the then rate of
exchange). He suggested that I keep this sum available as one never
really knew when the delivery might occur.
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A couple of nights later | was awakened at 2 a.m. by a loud bang-
ing on my door. | did not have to worry about getting dressed as it
was already so cold that | had talcen to sleeping in layers of clothing,
so | simply fumbled round for my flashlight and went down to see
what was happening. | opened the door to find myself facing two
rather large darlc men with drooping mustaches and two very large
camels each bearing a huge load of wood. It seems the Muhtar had
also neglected to teli me that the woodcutters delivered in the middle
of the night (a necessary precaution against the possibility of arrest by
the gendarmes who did not look kindly upon their form of livelihood),
nor that their delivery vehicle of choice was the camel. Recovering
from my initial shock, | showed them vvhere the wood should go and
vvent back upstairs to get the necessary 20 TL. By the time | had
returned the camels had knelt down, the straps securing their loads
had been loosened, and my two guests were quicldy and silently trans-



Keeping Wnrm on Purloined Wood in a Bereketli Winter

Bereketli’s wood delivery system

ferritlg my vvood into the storage area beneath my room. The whole
process took less than ten minutes, the money exchanged hands, and
just as quickly as they had appeared they disappeared soundlessly into
the night. Now | was truly set for the winter.

Before that long winter ended | was to have several more visits
from my tahtaci friends, as even keeping my little soba burning ali
night long did little to temper the bone-chilling cold of my first
Bereketli winter.






Chapter 10

Kekik yagr & the death of innocence

¢ss than a week after the arrival of my wood, I was once again
I awakened in the middle of the night by a hammering on my
door. This time when I responded to the summons I was greet-
ed not by camels, but by a young boy covered in snow (winter had
chosen to officially arrive that night). I recognized him as the son of
Mehmet Sadik Ozkan, the head of a particularly poor family whose
guest I had been a few days earlier. He was visibly shaken and speak-
ing so quickly that all I understood was that someone was ill and he
wanted me to accompany him. As I put on my coat and started to
leave he grabbed my arm and motioned toward my medical kit that
was sitting on the floor. I nodded, he picked it up, and we set off
through blinding snow flurries towards the other end of the village.
That was the beginning of what was to become the longest night of
my life.

As we approached the house I saw a dim light through the win-
dows and began to hear keening wails and piercing screams echoing
into the darkness. Upon entering the door the din increased and I sud-
denly found myself in the midst of close to fifty women, who, without
tempering their high-picched wailing, parted and I moved forward
into the middle of a small room. Before me on the floor was a beauti-
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Kekik Yagr & the Death of Innocence

ful young girl lying rigidly with white froth bubbling from her mouth.
By this time my initial vocabulary of two hundred words had grown
two-fold, but instinctively I knew that it wasn’t going to be adequate
to deal with what I was facing. My medical kit appeared at my side,
and accompanied by the never-ending wailing, I felt for a pulse and
took the young girl’s temperature. Having done so, I had completely
exbausted my doktorluk (medical expertise). Knowing only that she
was still alive and with no idea of what to do next, I looked up and saw
the familiar face of my friend, the Mubtar Kimil. I motioned him aside
and in my best Turkish told him I had no idea what was wrong, but I
was fairly certain if something wasn’t done quickly, and that meant
getting her to a hospital, the young girl, whose name I learned was
Emine, was going to die. Someone had overheard our conversation
and its contents quickly spread throughout the room. The impact of
my diagnosis was felt immediately, and what had been an awful wail-
ing grew in volume until I felt that my head was about to burst. The
room, with what by now had grown to seventy-five occupants, was sti-
fling and the din seemed only to grow in volume and intensity. An old
woman was screaming at me (I later learned that she was what prior
to my arrival had passed for the medical expert in the village), and 1
didn’t understand a word she was saying. At some point, I began
shouting for everyone to shut up and get out of the room. I can still
hear my own voice at such a pitch that it had, at least temporarily, the
effect of drowning out the cacophony of sounds surrounding me.

In response to my outburst some of the women left the room and
those who remained reduced the volume of their wailing to a level that
was almost bearable. The Mubtar and I went outside with a young
man (whom later I learned was Emine’s husband Ercan) and his
father, and I repeated that there was only one course of action possi-
ble and that was to find someway to get Emine to the hospital in
Balikesir.

There were a few problems with my suggestion: firstly, what half an
hour earlier had been snow flurries had turned into a real snow storm,
and secondly, we were twenty-five kilometers from the nearest hospi-
tal. Finally, on top of all this, that night there was only one operative
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motor vehicle in the village that was a tractor with an open rémork
(trailer). Outside, where we were standing, the volume of the wailing
had been reduced to vague crying noises emanating from the house
and had been replaced by a blistering wind that whipped up the snow
in painful flurries. Even standing next to the wall, the snow felt like
tiny pieces of glass cutting into my exposed cheeks. My two week’s
growth of beard (I had immediately adopted the local fashion of shav-
ing only every other week), was quickly turning into an icicle and we
still had come to no decision.

For well over an hour I continued imploring the girl’s husband to
tell me what she had eaten, or if she had taken any medicine. He, as
had the women in the house carlier, continued to insist that she had
been perfectly well all day and had only caten what the rest of the fam-
ily had for dinner. I was fairly certain that we were facing some kind
of poisoning, but there was no confirmation forthcoming from the
family. Finally, in absolute desperation, I managed to explain that
there was only one thing that might save her life and this entailed
pumping her stomach — something that could only be done in a hos-
pital. I still have no recollection of what words I used to get this mes-
sage across, but, aided by the Mubtar, who, as was usually the case,
sided with my diagnosis, we finally managed to get a grudging agree-
ment from the family members and preparations began for our trip to
Balikesir.

A half hour later the tractor and its open trailer arrived, and six of
us men carried the comatose girl on her yer yatak out of the house
and laid her gently in its bed. As we did so, I remember thinking that
this must be similar to how corpses were transported. That thought
did little to settle my growing panic.

Two large sheets of heavy plastic were finally procured and having
wrapped one firmly round the patient and tucked its edges under the
mattress, six of us men climbed into the trailer with the second sheet
of plastic held over our heads. It wasn’t really large enough to do the-
job and while it kept most of the snow and some of the wind away
from our patient, it did little to protect those who were holding it. I
do know that it took us well over an hour to cover the first fifteen kilo-
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meters of our journey, guided by the tractor’s sole headlight, that,
rather than pointing at the snow-covered dirt track, veered eerily off
into the sky, and by the time we had arrived at the half-way point, the
village of Pamukgu, the side of my face that had been exposed to the
snow was literally a solid sheet of ice. In Pamukeu there was a jeep that
functioned as a taxi, and while one of my companions went to awak-
en its driver, I bent down, for what must have been the fiftieth time,
to check and see if Emine was still with us. I felt a faint pulse, and, bol-
stered by that feeble sign of life, began urging my companions to con-
tinue on and not to wait for the jeep and its driver. Just as we were
about to resume our trek the taxi arrived and after carefully lifting
Emine onto the back seat, her husband, the Mubtar and I climbed
aboard and we set off for the last leg of our journey to the capital. In
my broken Tarzan-Turkish I insistently reiterated the same message to
the distraught husband: if he didn’t tell me what had actually hap-
pened there was simply no way the doctors were going to be able to
help. Finally, after much urging he said “The baby was sick” (this was
the first I had heard of a child’s involvement — in reality, Emine had
given birth just a week earlier) “and wouldn’t nurse, so Emine found
a bottle of medicine on the shelf and took two tablespoons of it.” 1
enquired as to just what the medicine was, but the answer I received
“kekik yag1” (oil of thyme) did not register in my vocabulary, so all
the way to Balikesir I kept repeating kekik yagi, kekik yag:, over and
over again, in the hope of having something to tell the doctors upon
our arrival. As it had taken me close to four hours to extract those two
words, I wanted to make sure that the doctors didn’t have to spend
the same amount of time in making their diagnosis. I later was to learn
that the reticence to share with me the fact that Emine had self-med-
icated was the typical fear of the villagers that they might be accused
of some wrong-doing once they left the familiar womb of home and
family and entered the city with its police and courts.

After what seemed like an eternity, our jeep pulled up in front of
the hospital, and I went running in screaming for a doctor. The last
time I had felt for a pulse it seemed even weaker than before, and 1
knew we didn’t have much time. Suddenly, a young man in a white
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coat arrived and in perfect English asked what the matter was. Later,
after Dr Ozcan Hangiil and I had become friends, he admitted that he
had been frightened when he saw what appeared to be a crazed for-
eigner, covered in snow and ice, screaming in the corridor of his hos-
pital. He gave no sign of this at the time however, and as quickly as
possible I summarized the events of the past four hours, making sure
to repeat the two words whose meaning I still did not know, kekik
yag, over and over again. A stretcher appeared and Emine was rushed
into a nearby operating room. The doors closed and after what seemed
like an eternity, but was in reality less than fifteen minutes, Ozcan Bey
appeared with the news that Emine had died.

To say that my life flashed before my eyes the moment I heard
those words is hardly an exaggeration. I saw myself being shipped out
of Turkey in disgrace blamed for the death of a young mother.
Sometimes in moments of stress we humans tend to think of ourselves
rather than those around us. Emine’s husband Ercan, had just lost his
wife of less than a year, the mother of his week-old infant son, and I
was worried about what implications her death might have for me.

Perhaps something of my stress had communicated itself to Ozcan
Bey, because when I quit feeling sorry for myself, I heard him telling
the Mubtar and Ercan that they owed me a debt of thanks, for my
insistence on getting Emine to the hospital was in fact the only chance
there had been of saving her life. Then he began berating them for not
following my advice when it was first given, and repeated over and
over again that had we managed to get her to the hospital even an
hour earlier they would have been able to save her life. I will never for-
get that night as long as I live, nor will I forget the cold and snow, for
it was just a foretaste of what was in store for the residents of Bereketli
in the Winter of 1964.

Over several glasses of tea, Ozcan Bey explained to me that kekik
yag: was oil of thyme, a drop or two of which was a powerful heart
stimulant, two tablespoons of which was a virtual death sentence. I
later was to learn that the bottle in question had been purchased fif-
teen years earlier by a long-deceased relative. All little Emine knew was
that her baby was sick, that medicine cured sickness, and this was the
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only medicine in the house. In the hope that the medicine she took
would be passed via her milk to her ailing infant she had taken a fatal
dose of oil of thyme. Ozcan Bey refused to accept payment, and, after
carefully placing the now cold corpse of Emine back into the jeep, we
set off for the return trip to Bereketli.

Later, when I had gotten to know Ozcan, his American wife Rose
(whom he had met while undergoing his medical training in the
United States) and their baby son Osman, better, I prevailed upon the
good doctor to come to Bereketli one Sunday a month to run a free
medical clinic for the villagers. His generous willingness to do so gave
many of the residents of Bereketli their first glimpse of a real doctor.
This didn’t help me all that much however, because the Mubtar and
the grieving husband accurately reported their conversation with the
Doktor Bey (Hit Bey’s friend), and my unwarranted reputation as a
‘healer,” far from what I had anticipated, grew and grew. It wasn’t
long before patients from surrounding villages began showing up on
the doorstep of the American doctor. My advice to one and all never
varied: you must get to Balikesir and see Dr Ozcan Bey. When it was
clear they didn’t have the means to get to the city, I often provided
the bus fare. As the word was out that when Hit Bey says you need to
see the doctor, you did so, I may have indirectly helped some people.

My friendship with Ozcan Bey was put to the test, when after a few
months of providing free medical services to the villagers of Bereketli,
I invited him to bring his wife Rose and the baby Osman out to the
village for a dinner in his honor. It was early summer, the weather was
lovely, and the food was delicious. There was only one small drawback,
tender city-bred baby Osman was virtually eaten alive by the fleas of
Bereketli. When this occurred I realized that I really had adjusted to
village life, for the fleas no longer seemed to find me worth biting.

From then on when 1 saw the Hangiils it was in their home in
Balikesir.
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Chapter 11

The villager (me) spends time in the
provincial capital

ne of the least pleasant aspects of my new life was a mandato-
Ory visit to the Vali (Governor) every Saturday morning (in

those years government offices were still open six days a
week). Shortly after my arrival the Governor had sent word to the
Mubhtar that he and I were to be in his office at precisely 10 a.m. each
Saturday morning to provide him with a detailed update of my activi-
ties during the preceding week. Complying with this dictate was not
at all an easy task.

The difficulty stemmed from several factors: on Saturdays neither
of the two vintage buses that serviced the village ran, and there was
only one truck from the Nabiye of Konakpinar (the county seat locat-
ed five kilometers above us in the hills), that passed through Bereketli
en route to Balikesir and that happened to do so at the ungodly hour
of 4:30 a.m. To catch a ride to the capital entailed getting up at 4 a.m.,
and after having removed the layers of clothing I wore at night, in a
fruitless effort to protect myself from the cold, quickly getting dressed
into something appropriate for the Governor, then running out to the
road that passed near the village in order to flag down the passing
truck. The only positive aspect of this part of the process was that, as
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the American guest of the Nahbiye, whoever was riding in the cab was
relegated into the back of the truck, and the Mubtar and I had the
comfort of riding inside where we were protected from the elements,
even if the heater in this particular vehicle never seemed to work.

On good days the ride to the capital took just over an hour, mean-
ing that upon our arrival there were still four-and-a-half hours to kill
before the scheduled appointment. There was not a great deal to do
in Balikesir at that time in the morning, and Saturday after Saturday I
was taken to the only establishment that seemed to be open, the local
iskembeci, where 1 was subjected to a bowl of garlic-enriched soup
and a loaf of bread. I recognized the soup as that which I had eaten
on my first night in Ankara (after the abortive visit to the brothels),
but I still had no real idea what it was I was eating. The problem was
that the only dictionary I had was a small pocket ‘Langenscheidr,’ that
did not include any variant of the word igkembe. There being no vis-
ible option, week after week, I dutifully ate my loaf of bread and some-
how managed to get what for me was an unpleasant tasting concoc-
tion down my throat. I wasn’t yet familiar with the folk belief that a
hot bowl! of iskembe ¢orbas: was considered by many to be the per-
fect ending for a night of heavy drinking and the only preventative for
a hangover, but I was aware that at 5:30 a.m. the Mubtar and I were
usually the only two sober patrons at the Lezzet Iskembecisi
(Delicious Tripe Soup Restaurant).

It was a couple of months later, when my group of volunteers were
summoned to Ankara for three days of meetings, that I was finally to
learn just what it was that I had been eating. No sooner had I disem-
barked at Ankara train station than I jumped into a taxi and told the
driver to take me to the Tarhan Kitabevi (bookstore) in Kizilay, where
I asked him to wait for a couple of minutes. I ran into the store, found
the Fahir Iz & H.C. Hony “Turkish-English Dictionary,” located the
word iskembe and realized that I had been eating ‘tripe’ infused with
garlic every Saturday morning for the past several months. I have never
done so again in the last forty-three years, a fact that I am all too well
aware disqualifies me from even being considered as an ‘Honorary
Turk.” I tell myself that since I like virtually everything else in Turkey, -
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I deserve the right to at least say no to intestines cooked in garlic, or
more accurately intestine soup over which garlic is poured.

After that brief interlude we returned to Balikesir, where, after
downing my less-than-appetizing breakfast, we still had close to four
hours to kill prior to our command appearance before the Governor.
After the first couple of trips I managed to convince Kimil Bey that I
was capable of finding my way round the city alone, and, as he always
had things to do and people to sece, we would go our separate ways
after arranging to meet at the Vilayet (provincial capital) at precisely
9:50 a.m.

Almost simultaneously with my arrival in Bereketli I had come to
realize that the one aspect of my former life that I was truly going to
miss was a daily hot shower. Not only did my room not have hot water
it had no water at all. This meant that when I wanted water, it had to
be carried from the nearest fountain that was fortunately only a few
meters from my door. One of the advantages of living in a mosque
courtyard is the proximity to water that has to be available for the
believers’ ritual ablutions. That said, the rite of making several trips
back and forth to the fountain with my carthenware pitcher, and then
waiting for water to heat on top of my soba, was not an appealing
prospect, and given the dust and/or mud that covered Bereketli
throughout the year, I always seemed to feel slightly in need of a bath.
This feeling grew progressively until the Saturday morning I happened
to notice a Balikesir establishment called the Sebir Sthhi Banyolar:, or
the ‘City Hygenic Public Bathhouse.” I wandered in and found myself
in a steam-filled environment, complete with individual rooms con-
taining bathtubs and showers, a seemingly never-ending flow of
steaming hot water, and gigantic bath towels. From that moment on,
my weekly iskembe breakfast was followed by a luxurious hour-long
shower.

My next stop was the corner barber shop, where I would lose the
previous week’s growth of beard, followed by a refreshing facial mas-
sage. Then, doused in a variety of colognes, I would step out on the
streets of Balikesir, virtually a new man.

There was still one small problem. Even though my body was now
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sparkling, my outer clothes did not share my new found cleanliness. In
time, I also managed to resolve this dilemma. Just round the corner
from my bathhouse I discovered a small family-run hotel with ten
rooms, one of which, while hardly bigger than a closet, was billed as a
single. It couldn’t have been anything else as it was only large enough
to accommodate a small bed and an even smaller chair. The price was
3 TL (roughly thirty-five cents) per night, and I quickly negotiated a
monthly rate of 50 TL. I now had a second home in Balikesir, and the
next weekend I brought my “fit for the Governor’ wardrobe with me
and neatly hung it on the nails in my hotel room’s walls. From that
point on my Saturday morning ritual consisted of: the compulsory
bowl! of iskembe, followed by a hot bath, a shave, a change of cloth-
ing, and an hour of relaxation on my tiny bed, before the mandatory
visit to the Governor’s office. In time, as my relationship with my
hotelier hosts blossomed, we worked out an arrangement whereby,
when necessary, they could rent out my room in my absence (after
promising to change the sheets should they do so), in return for which
the mother of the family did my weekly wash.

Refreshed and clean, I would then set out for the Vilayet and wait-
ing Mubtar. En route to my rendezvous with the provincial symbol of
state authority, I would stop at the corner biife and sample the newest
soft drink entry into the Turkish market: a bottle of Coca Cola, or Joja
Jola, as it was called locally. I did this, even on the coldest days, not
because I particularly liked this beverage, but rather because it was
something that once again served to remind me that there was still a
world beyond that which I now found myself in. Thus fortified, I
would meet Kimil outside the Vilayet and proceed up the stairs to
meet the waiting Governor. ’

Kémil, as I have already indicated, was an extremely bright individ-
ual, who, without the benefit of much in the way of a formal educa-
tion, could hold his own with all levels of authority. Early on in our
relationship, we had both implicitly come to understand that we were
linked by a symbiotic bond. Stated differently, we not only liked and
needed each other, properly played we both had everything to gain
and nothing to lose from our partnership. In my case, Kdmil was the
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interface between Hit Bey and the village (always managing to explain
my strange behavior in such a manner that it became acceptable), and,
as my popularity among the villagers grew, he took advantage of that
fact and could frequently be heard saying “Hit Bey thinks we should
do this or that, and, if we don’t they are likely to take him away from
us.” This blackmail worked, and together we were able to complete a
number of projects that alone neither of us would have been able to
finesse.

The same was true in our relationship with the Governor. While he
depended upon the Muhtar for periodic reports on my suspected ‘spy-
ing actvities,” he outwardly remained very friendly to me and never
failed to enquire in the course of our weekly meeting as to what he
could do to help my work. Kimil, while on the one hand keeping me
quietly informed as to the contents of his one-on-one meetings with
the Governor (the topic of which was always queries as to what he had
managed to learn about my real agenda), on the other prepared me in
advance of each meeting with a list of items I should request from him
in response to his weekly offers of assistance. In the course of the next
year we both (and the residents of Bereketli) were to gain a lot from
this relationship, but I never did get accustomed to getting up at 4
a.m. on a Saturday morning. When, after the 1965 elections, our
Governor was replaced by someone who wasn’t so interested in my
doings, I almost came to miss our weekly get-together.
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Chapter 12

The International Hevald Tribune
goes up in smoke

few weeks after I arrived in Bereketli I began to get the occa-
Ajional letter from home. One of the first such to arrive was

rom my parents asking what I would like for Christmas that
was just a few weeks away. I replied that I didn’t really need anything
but that I did miss reading the occasional newspaper. Some time later
I received a notice from the International Herald Tribune office in
Paris, informing me that I was the beneficiary of a year’s gift subscrip-
tion to the newspaper. Mail delivery to Bercketli was non-existent, all
incoming communications were addressed to a bakkal (grocery store)
in Balikesir, owned by a man named Kemal from the neighboring vil-
lage of Pamukgu, where whoever happened to be in town that day (if
they remembered) would pick up any mail destined for the village.

In the normal course of events, Bereketli’s communication with the
outside world was provided by two competing vintage 1940s era
buses. In theory both left for the city about 6 a.m. on weekdays and
returned to the village around 4 p.m. In practice, both were seldom
operative at the same time and if one had business in the capital you
simply hoped that at least one would be running that day. On the days
that both were in operation there was keen competition for customers

-73-



One of our two vintage buses

and the owners would make the rounds of the coffee houses before
their departure to make sure that they had everyone aboard who might
conceivably want to make the trip.

One bus was owned by Memddh Aslantekin, the younger brother
of the Muhtar, and the other by a certain Niyazi, the son of a family
that had been deported to Bereketli following the abortive 1938-1939
uprising of the Dersim Kurds. When it was running, my preference was
ahvays the bus of the younger Aslantekin, who, given my relationship
with his elder brother, was practically a member of my extended fami-
ly. This did not sit too well with Sofér (driver) Niyazi, a rather surly
individual, whose life had been marked by a number of stints in prison
for avariety of misdemeanors and crimes, running the gamut from theft
to attempted murder. And those were only the crimes for which he had
been apprehended. At every opportunity he took it upon himselfto dis-
play his displeasure with my preference for his competition.



The International Herald Tribune Goes Up in Smoke

After a while I began to realize that on those days when the only
bus to make the trip to Balikesir was that owned by Niyazi, I never
seemed to get any mail, whereas on the days that Memdih
Aslantekin’s bus made the trip, I frequently did. As the only piece of
mail I expected on a more or less regular basis was the International
Herald Tribune, 1 gradually became aware of the fact that I had never
received so much as a single issue of my paper on the days when
Memdih’s bus was not in running order.

I commented on this fact to the Mubtar, who, as always, promised
to look into the matter. However, if my relationship with Niyazi was
already strained, the Mubtar’s was downright hostile. Not only were
the two families business competitors, they were also bitter political
enemies, for Niyazi had been an active member of the Demokrat
Partisi, and had even served a brief stint as Mubtar prior to the 1960
coup.

A couple of weeks later, on our return from the weekly visit to the
Governor, Kidmil and I missed the truck we normally rode home in
and were lucky to find another one that passed our village. No soon-
er had we taken our places next to the driver, than he, as was custom-
ary, offered us his tobacco pouch. When I opened it, I realized that
the bits of paper from which we were expected to roll our cigarettes
seemed better quality than usual. Upon closer examination I saw that
this was indeed the case, and also realized that unlike the pieces of
Hiirriyet or Cumburiyet (Turkish newspapers) that were normally
used for this purpose, these particular bits of paper were covered in a
language I could actually read and understand, and that the paper
itself was a high-grade thin stock. Suddenly, the mystery of my miss-
ing International Herald Tribunes became apparent: they were being
cut up and sold as cigarette papers. I pointed this out to Kimil and he
immediately enquired into where the driver had got his papers. He
named a biife (sundries stand) in Balikesir where he had purchased
them and the following weekend we made it a point to stop by and see
if we could get to the bottom of this business. The biifeci immediate-
ly responded, “You ought to know, I'm buying these papers from
Niyazi the bus driver in your village.” The mystery was solved, and no
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sooner had we done so, than it was also resolved. Kimil wiscly chose
not to task our larcenous Kurd over such a trivial matter (there were
far bigger problems in the offing), and we simply stopped by the
bakkal that served as our makeshift post office and informed its
owner, Kemal, that in future all mail earmarked for Bereketli was only
to be given to Memdih.

After this I began to receive my daily newspaper on a more or less
regular basis (if not quite daily). I did occasionally wonder just how
much of what had been going on in the world I had missed out on
due to my International Herald Tribunes having gone up in smoke.
Thereafter, I quickly read each issue as it arrived, then cut up the paper
into cigarette paper size bits and distributed them freely to one and all.
The quality of the cigarettes smoked in Bereketli went up consider-
ably, but the fact of the matter is that I was likely, albeit unknowing-
ly at the time, contributing to a long-term increase in the village’s can-
cer rate.
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Chapter 13

A game of volleyball leads to my first
confrontation in Bereketli

ile neither the Mubhtar or I had openly confronted Sofor
s ; s ; Niyazi over his petty thievery, word that he had been the
cause of my missing newspapers quickly spread through the
village. It did little to improve the already less-than-sterling reputation
of our bus-owning sofér. Indeed, were it not for the handgun he was
known never to be without, he probably would have been ignored by
all, for there was little doubt that during a short stint as Mubtar in the
previous decade he had managed to put aside enough of the village
funds to finance his current occupation as one of our two bus-owning
entrepreneurs. Like most bullies, it was fear that allowed him to sur-
vive. Given his well-known criminal past, there was reason for caution
in dealing with him. This was a lesson I was still to learn.

As mentioned earlier, one of the accessories I had been provided by
my Peace Corps handlers was a package of sports equipment, that was
designed to make me acceptable to the youth of the village. Among its
contents was a volleyball and net. One afternoon, while engaged in a
friendly game with a number of the village delikanlis, I noticed Niyazi
approaching. He strode onto the court across from me, pushing one
of the boys aside, and announced that he was here to show us how to
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really play volleyball. I was unaware of the fact that after his last stint
as a guest of the state he had returned to the village claiming to have
been the star volleyball player on the prison team. All I saw was that
with his arrival what had been a friendly little game had suddenly
turned into a struggle of wills between an individual I already held in
some disdain and myself. I should have walked away, but I too was
young and a bit hot blooded, and I had no desire to appear weak in
front of the young men with whom I was still trying to establish a rap-
port. For a few minutes the game continued, with Niyazi ignoring
even the most elementary rules of the sport and generally acting like
an ass. He argued every call and his boorish behavior not only spoiled
what had been a nice afternoon for all, but he was clearly intimidating
the players into whose midst he had inserted himself, and those on my
side of the net as well.

After some time, I lost my patience and threw the ball to a boy
waiting on the sideline and told him to take it back to the school
where it was stored. That action had the effect of turning an already
strained relationship into one of hatred on the part of Sofér Niyazi,
who from that moment on viewed me as an enemy who had caused
him to lose face. It was a childish action on my part, that only occurred
because I was still upset about my missing newspapers. However, it
was a reaction that was to have unpleasant long-term consequences.
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Chapter 14

Pig’s milk for the children of Bereketli

en we arrived in Turkey in the early Fall of 1964, the Peace
s ; s ; Corps was primarily involved in providing English teachers
for the country’s middle schools (orta okullar:). Our group
was the first to break this pattern, as we were scheduled to be involved
in something that the Peace Corps had virtually no experience in as
yet: rural community development. Prior to our arrival, an agreement
had been reached with the Ministry of Education, that included des-
ignating the thirty-plus villages (scattered throughout the width and
breadth of Turkey) we were to be working in. In theory our activities
were to be co-ordinated with the Adult Education Branch of the
Ministry. I say ‘in theory,” because in reality no one had any idea exact-
ly what we were supposed to be doing.

The Peace Corps Director in Turkey was a man called Ross
Pritchard, a former college professor from Memphis, Tennessee.
Pritchard’s previous claim to fame was the fact that he had unsuccess-
fully run for Congress as a Democrat in 1960, the year of Kennedy’s
election victory. It appeared to us that his reward for this failure in the
political arena was his posting as the Peace Corps Director in Turkey.
As events would soon establish, Pritchard viewed his new job as a step-
ping stone to what he clearly hoped would be bigger and better
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appointments in the Kennedy administration. His approach was to
convince his interlocutors in the Turkish government to allow more
and more volunteers to come to Turkey. Given the fact that he knew
absolutely nothing about the country or its customs, including the fact
that out of politeness one never responds to a request with a direct no,
rather you signal rejection by silence, Pritchard took the lack of a clear
‘no’ to his proposals for increasing the Peace Corps presence as acqui-
esce, and blithely continued to request new programs from
Washiigton, ali in hopes of enhancing his own reputation as a go-get-
ter. The logic (such as it was) behind this approach was to draw atten-
tion to his activities in Washington by his leadership of what he was
determined to build into one of the largest Peace Corps programs
worldwide.

His ambition clearly outstripped both his own abilities, and the
infrastructure at his disposal, and when our group arrived we found
that the administration of our program had been sub-contracted out



Pig’s Milk for the Childven of Bereketli

to a body called CARE International, a humanitarian organization
known for its role in fighting global poverty. This body had rushed to
put together some kind of staff (including a couple of volunteers from
the first group to have served in Turkey who had just completed their
two-year stint), who, time would show, knew no more about what we
were supposed to be doing than we did. Prior to farming out the run-
ning of our group, CARE was known in Turkey as the body that sup-
plied free flour and powdered milk to primary schools, a praiseworthy
goal designed to supplement the diet of school children.

Shortly after my arrival in Bercketli I had a visit from a man named
Jim Lebedeff, a CARE staff member from Izmir, who freely admitted
he had no idea what he was supposed to be doing as my regional
supervisor, but promised to provide all the free flour and powdered
milk I needed, should we wish to have Bereketli included among the
schools receiving this assistance. The Mubtar, who was present, quick-
ly signaled his acceptance of this offer, and thus it was that a week later
a truck pulled into the village, loaded with hundred pound bags of
flour and large containers of powdered milk. The Mubtar quickly
rounded up some volunteers and we transported the load from the
truck into an empty room of the school house.

Within days, the schoolchildren of Bereketli were being provided a
loaf of white bread and a liter of milk at midday, and, as this was our
first project in the village, I began to feel that if this was what ‘rural
community development’ was all about, maybe our presence in the vil-
lage was going to work. These feelings were short lived however, as
within a month word spread throughout the village that the powdered
milk we were dispensing was actually domuz siitii (pig’s milk). When
I finished laughing at the idea of trying to milk a pig, I realized that
for villagers who had never seen a pig and only knew that it and its
imagined by-products were haram (forbidden by religion), this was a
serious matter.

The Mubtar quickly traced the rumor back to its source, our village
Vaiz Hoca (religious preacher), who had included an injunction
against consuming this pig’s milk in his previous Friday’s sermon. The
damage however was done. Soon only a handful of children were still
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drinking milk, and many had ceased cating the bread as well (it seems
the rumor had included the equally false claim that we were mixing the
powdered pig’s milk with the flour used for the bread). After a couple
of weeks of effort, during which the actual number of children partic-
ipating shrank to a trickle, the free bread and milk project was allowed
to die a natural death. _

Not all was lost, however, as a couple of months later, the Mubtar
and I found a willing buyer, for what little remained of our flour and
powdered milk, in Balikesir, and with the proceeds thus accrued were
able to finance another project, namely, the construction of a fountain
and pool in what we euphemistically called the village park, a small
tree-covered plot of land adjacent to the village coffee house.

This was my first lesson in failure, though it would not be my last.

-82-



Chapter 15

A salary of $36.50 per month and
no place to spend it

a month, a figure that at the then rate of exchange (9 TL = $1),

worked out to be about $36.50 a month. When informed of

this fact upon our arrival in Ankara, I remember thinking how in the

world do they expect us to live on $1.25 a day? The rationale behind

this amount turned out to be that it equaled the salary of a newly hired

village school teacher, and, since we were going to be working with the

local teachers, the powers that be had determined that we should receive
the same recompense as our colleagues.

Soon after my arrival in Bereketli, I began to realize that far from

being insufficient to meet my needs, the monthly stipends were begin-

Our salary had been set at the princely sum of 327 Turkish Lira

ning to accrue as I simply had no way of spending them. Not only was
my lodging (the Mubtar’s office) provided free of charge, my meals (at
least for the first four months) were also gratis. Likewise, for several
months I was never allowed to pay for a cup of tea in any of the three
coffee houses, let alone buy a round for the assembled body. As for the
one and only bakkal (shop) in Bereketli, it too was owned by a rela-
tive of the Mubtar’s, and even if there been much to buy in it (there
wasn’t), my money was not accepted there either.
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To make life even more complicated, we had been provided with
what was euphemistically called a ‘settling-in allowance’ of $200 upon
our arrival in Turkey, that more than covered the ‘large ticket’ items
such as the portable radio, stove, kerosene lanterns, and, in time, a bed
(which being elevated above the floor meant that the mice had to
work a little harder to run over my face) and quilts. In short, my vil-
lage needs were met and what little of my salary I managed to spend
was expended in the course of my weekly visits to Balikesir.

Indeed, my salary was such that it even covered the occasional mad
foray away from Balikesir. For some reason, the longer I stayed in
Bereketli the more I began to dream about Chinese food. That partic-
ular cuisine had been a long-time favorite of mine and knowing that it
was unavailable made it even more desirable. I had learned that there
was one Chinese Restaurant in Turkey, the then newly opened Cin
Lokantas: on LaMartine Caddesi in Istanbul’s Taksim district. The
more [ thought about it, the greater my craving for Chinese food, and
the more I longed to try this place out. I found out that there were
twice weekly round-trip flights from Balikesir to Istanbul (on Tuesdays
and Thursdays), and that a one-way fare cost just 30 TL, or roughly,
$3.50.

Sometimes, those of us who can remember the Turkey of the
1960s forget that some things then were way ahead of where they are
today. As a case in point we may cite the fact that forty-five years ago
there were flights between a number of provincial capitals and the
country’s major urban centers that don’t exist today. The Balikesir-
Istanbul run was one such.

Early one Tuesday morning, having become increasingly fixated
with the idea of Chinese food, I took the bus from Bereketli to
Balikesir, having simply informed the Mubtar that I would be back on
Thursday afternoon. At 11 a.m. I boarded the plane in Balikesir (the
window shades had to be drawn as the airport was a military site where
a major radar installation was under construction), and less than an
hour later landed at Istanbul’s Yesilkoy Airport. My trip so far had cost
a grand total of less than $4. I quickly boarded a waiting taxi and told
the driver to take me to LaMartine Caddesi in Taksim, and less than
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twenty-five minutes later I was dropped in front of the long-anticipat-
ed Cin Lokantas:. 1 walked down four steps and entered the half-base-
ment restaurant and was greeted by the obsequious Yakar Cakar, head
waiter and later part owner. Yakar Bey was the heart and soul of
Turkey’s first and, for many years to come, only Chinese restaurant. [
ordered lunch and before leaving learned from Yakar Bey that they
would reopen at 6 p.m. for dinner. Thus assured of my evening repast
I walked across Taksim Square and checked into a room at the nearby
Otel Santral.

Promptly at 6 p.m. [ re-entered the Cin Lokantast, where, in addi-
tion to Yakar Bey, I was greeted by Dogan Wong, a co-owner, togeth-
er with his mother and younger brother Kurban, and a silent Turkish
partner, of what after only one visit had already become my favorite
Istanbul haunt. Before leaving I enquired from my hosts at what time
they would open the next day, and having been assured that they
would do so promptly at 11:30 a.m., calculated that with luck I would
have time for lunch and still be able to make my 1 p.m. return flight
to Balikesir. After a good night’s sleep I returned to LaMartine in the
morning just as the doors opened. A quick lunch of ¢in boregi
(chinese egg rolls) and soganlt dana sétesi (sautéed beef with onions),
and a speedy taxi ride back to the airport, meant that at 2 p.m. I was
back in Balikesir with plenty of time to make the 4 p.m. village bus. It
was a crazy thing to do, and it had cost me slightly less than a third of
my month’s salary, but my craving for Chinese food had been sated by
my three meals in less than twenty-four hours, and, once again, I had
managed to remind myself that there was indeed a world beyond the
borders of Bereketli.

When later that evening I confided to Bonnie what I had done (as
Peace Corps volunteers we were prohibited from leaving the provinces
we worked in without permission from above), she had no trouble in
understanding what had prompted my whirlwind visit to Istanbul, and
made me promise that should I ever do so again I would include her
as well.
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Chapter 16

The Governor’s shoes vs my mest lastik,
or tables & chairs vs yer sofras

ust as I began to think that my relationship with officialdom had

begun to stabilize, one evening the return of the village otobiis

brought word that the Governor was planning to pay us a visit the
fiext day. Up until that point all of our meetings had taken place in the
confines of his office, now we were going to meet in my new environ-
ment. The Muhbtar was obviously not too happy about this unexpect-
ed intrusion and that night I was invited to join the Ibtiyar Heyeti
(Council of Village Elders) for an extraordinary meeting to determine
the manner in which we were going to entertain our guest. I say that
I was ‘invited’ to join the meeting, but that is not really an accurate
reflection of the situation. In actual fact, throughout the first year of
my sojourn in Bereketli, I attended all the meetings of this august
body for the simple reason that my lodging was in reality the village’s
Mubhbtar Odast (Mayor’s Office), meaning that the Council of Elders’
regular meeting site was my bedroom.

As the message from the Governor had said that he would be arriv-
ing just before noon, it was clear that he was going to be our guest for
lunch. Likewise, he had made it clear that the real intent behind his visit
was to see how Bonnie and I were adjusting to life in Bereketli, and that
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he was particularly interested in viewing my living accommodation.
Bearing all of this in mind, it was decided that we would kill two birds
with one stone and lunch would be served in my room. After some dis-
cussion about the menu it was decided that the Governor’s visit war-
ranted a chicken and as the Mubtar’s wife was particularly adept at the
preparation of this dish, her services were volunteered by her husband.

The following morning was particularly cold, and while it wasn’t
snowing there was a particularly heavy rainfall of the kind that at any
moment could turn white. I swept the floor and tidied my room, mak-
ing sure that there was a basin of fresh water, soap and a clean towel
on hand, should the Governor wish to wash before ecating, and
straightened the one bit of wall decoration I possessed, the photo of
me standing next to Ismet Paga, and then set out to the village coffee
house to await our visitor. I was dressed as I always was in the village,
complete with kasket (visored cap worn by village men), and mest
lastik (my newly acquired leather footwear covered by goulashes),
topped oft with a heavy overcoat I had purchased in a surplus store
before leaving the United States. I don’t recall having given much
thought to my attire, and, even if I had there was very little 1 could
have done about it, as my only “city’ clothes, together with my only
real pair of shoes, were in my closet-like hotel room, awaiting my next
weekly visit to the Governor in Balikesir.

I do remember that the mud was extremely heavy that day, and
upon arriving at the coffee house I called over one of the young boys
and asked if he would mind taking my lastik (goulashes) over to the
nearby fountain and washing the mud off them. I was after all going to
play host to the provincial Governor, the most important official ever
to have paid a visit to Bereketli. He willingly complied, and, accompa-
nied by the Mubtar, the village school teacher and the members of the
Ibtiyar Heyeti, we sat down to await the arrival of our guest.

Shortly after, the long-anticipated car drove into the village square,
and when the driver saw the condition of the mud surrounding the
coffee house he stopped some thirty meters away from the door. He
jumped out to open the car door for the Governor, who in due course
emerged from the vehicle immaculately attired as always, and slowly
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made his way through four inches of mud to the packed coffee house.
Those assembled jumped to their feet and shouted out “Hos geldiniz
Vali Bey!” (Welcome Vali Bey!) to which our guest, who was looking
quickly around the room for me, mumbled a response. I, together
with the men of the village, had removed my kasket as a sign of
respect to our visitor, and when he spotted me standing next to the
Mubtar, he marched over, grabbed it from my hand and waving it
around said “What is this you’re wearing?” I replied “That is my hat,”
and reached my hand forward to retrieve it. Instead of handing it to
me, he dropped it on the floor, and, in so doing, spotted my shining
lastik and the mest that they covered. He turned livid, and for a
moment I thought that he was about to have a stroke. Instead, he
motioned for a chair and sat down gesturing for me to take the seat
across from him. After he regained his composure he said “What are
those things on your feet?” Before I had a chance to answer he began
a tirade, that, while seemingly directed at me, was clearly intended for
all in attendance. The gist of his remarks, that went on for close to fif-
teen minutes, was that I had been brought at great expense (as if he
had paid tor my travel) from across the ocean ostensibly to teach these
people to live like human beings rather than animals. Rather than set-
ting the proper example for them, I had become one of them.

I, together with half the adult male inhabitants of Bereketli sat
silently while he continued to berate me. In those years (I had just
turned twenty-two), I was not known for my patience, and, indeed, I
admit to having had a rather short fuse. Stifling my initial reaction to
respond in like tone (fortunately my Turkish was still so elementary
that I didn’t have the ability to say what I wanted to), I contented
myself with looking down first to my sparkling clean mest lastik and
then turning my head and staring down at the Vali’s mud-covered
dress shoes (the mud actually covered the bottom five centimeters of
his suit pants as well). I did this not once, but over and over again. In
a short time, every pair of eyes in the room (with the exception of the
Governor’s), began to follow my movements as I looked first at his
muddy feet and then at my clean ones. My message was heard loud
and clear by those in attendance and as I continued moving my head
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back and forth betvveen his filthy footvvear and my clean ones, he final-
ly realized what | was doing. He managed to regain his composure,
and asked me what | had to say for myself.

Mustering my best Turkish (by this time | probably had an active
vocabulary of close to 500 words), | began to speak in a very calm and
measured tone. | told him that while he was certainly correct that it
was my job to expose my hosts to how others lived, that | likevvise had
come to learn from them. | continued that Turkish village life was a
new experience for me but that my hosts had been living it ali their
lives, as had their ancestors before them. | pointed out that as long as
there vvere no paved streets and sidevvalks in Bereketli there was going
to be mud, and that clearly the footvvear knovvn as mest lastik was bet-
ter suited to this environment than any pair of shoes I might have
vvorn. | also pointed out that this particular form of foot covering was
far more affordable for villagers than manufactured shoes, most of
which vvould quickly fail to pieces and have to be replaced if ever sub-
jected to the Bereketli vvinter. I concluded by saying that it was my
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intention to continue learning from my hosts, who, when I had some-
thing to contribute with relevance to their lives, had already demon-
strated their willingness to learn from me. When I finished speaking a
deadly silence filled the room, punctured only by the slight nodding
of heads. I knew that I had passed an important stage in my accept-
ance by the men of Bereketli. What I didn’t know was whether or not
I was going to have the opportunity to enjoy the trust thus engen-
dered, or whether the Governor would use his near dictatorial power
to have me removed from his jurisdiction on the next bus.

Some of the tension seemed to have left the room and for the next
half hour or so we consumed several glasses of tea (coffee for the
Governor), and chatted about such relatively safe topics as the weath-
er (we were all in agreement that we were having a particularly nasty
winter), and the likely prices of next year’s crops. At some point,
Bonnie joined our table and unaware of the discussion that preceded
her entry, pointed to her own mud-covered shoes and began com-
plaining about the difficulty of keeping one’s footwear presentable in
Bereketli. Once again, the faces of the men standing in a silent circle
around our table broke into subtle smiles.

Finally, after what seemed an eternity, word came that our lunch
was ready and we proceeded to walk the muddy two hundred meters
that separated the mosque from the coffee house. I had previously
explained to the Vali that there was no road his car could navigate,
and that we would have to go on foot. When we entered the mosque
courtyard, I and the other guests quickly washed the mud off our
goulashes and then moved up the stairs behind the Governor who
entered the room complete with muddy shoes, while the rest of us
stopped outside the doorway to slip off our goulashes. I was surprised
to see, in place of my yer sofras: (tray on the floor that served as my
usual table), a real table and six chairs, that I later learned had been
transplanted on the Muhtar’s instructions from the school house at
the other end of the village, while the Governor and I were having our
conversation. Kimil Aslantekin had saved what was left of the day once
again. Seeing our visitor’s reaction to my kasket and mest lastik, he
realized the likely explosion were the Governor asked to sit on the
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floor of my room for lunch, and while we talked had quietly directed
one of his associates to gather some boys and have them bring a table
and chairs from the school to my room.

As if this were not enough, he then proceeded to tell one of the
greatest whoppers I had ever heard. It went something like this:
“Untl Hit Bey arrived in the village, everyone had eaten off yer
sofrasis. However, Hit Bey explained to us that this practice was unhy-
gienic, and, as a result, the village carpenter was now swamped with
orders for tables and chairs.” I, and the: other guests managed with
some difficulty to refrain from laughing at this outright falsehood, but
the Governor unaware of the deception to which he had fallen victim,
congratulated me on my efforts, and repeated several times in the
course of lunch that this was why I had been sent to Bercketli.
Fortunately, for all of us, he never caught sight of my yer sofras: that
was hanging on the wall behind him. Kimil Bey’s wife Fatma had sur-
passed herself on the lunch, that even the Governor seemed to enjoy,
and after finishing his second coffee took his leave and we walked him
back to his car for the return to Balikesir. '

I learned later that evening from Kimil that the Governor had
taken him aside before he departed and ordered him in no uncertain
terms to find alternative living arrangements for me, on the grounds
that it was a bad example for the villagers to have the American living
in the mosque compound. Our Vali was, as were all of the first-gen-
eration officials of the Turkish Republic, a staunch secularist, who
clearly didn’t feel at ease in the shadow of the minaret. I, however did,
and no changes to my living arrangements resulted from the surprise
visit of the Governor.

By the following Saturday he seemed to have forgotten the unfortu-
nate beginning to his Bereketli visit, and congratulated both the Mubtar
and me for the fine jobs we were doing. He would not have felt that way
had he been in the village coffee house in the hours following his depar-
ture and overheard the tone of the discussion generated by his trip.

From that day on I was seen by the men of the village as one of
their own, no longer part of the ‘other,” but rather a fully fledged res-
ident of Bereketli.
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Chapter 17

Dominos, pisti, altmas altr & tavia:
learning the rules

of the bone-chilling cold, and endless boredom. There was lit-

tle I could do about the cold, as no matter how many layers of
clothing I wore, it still found its way right down to my bones. To
relieve the boredom there was the institution of the village coffee
house. Given the cost of coffee, the name was a bit of a misnomer, as
only on the rarest occasions was that particular beverage available. The
three Bereketli coffee houses, as were tens of thousands of similar ones
throughout the country’s forty thousand villages, were really tea hous-
es. Their menus began and ended with glasses of boiling hot tea, sweet-
ened to the customer’s taste with spoonfuls of sugar. The only choice
onc had was whether your tea was ‘agik’ (‘light’), or ‘normal, that is
with more or less water. With the arrival of summer, the coffee houses
would sometimes add bottles of gazoz (soda pop) to their offerings,
and then one had the choice of hot tea or a lukewarm soft drink.

In addition to tea, each of Bereketli’s coffee houses had a battery-
run portable radio, a tavla (backgammon) board or two, a set of brass
dominos, and a few packs of well-thumbed playing cards. This meant
that to relieve the boredom you had the option of listening to the

Thc clearest memories I have of that first winter in Bereketli are

-93-



The Muhtar and | with friends in the coffee house

radio (that was only turned on for the periodic daily news broadcasts
emanating from the State radio in Ankara), or learning to play some
form of game. In my case | began with the radio.

In the winter months, one’s social status determined the proximity
you sat relative to the soba (small tin stove), and, as the American
guest, |1 was always given the place of honor. This meant that | was
seated alongside the stove, that during that first Winter ahvays seemed
to be burning brightly but never quite producing enough heat to
assuage the cold.

No matter how many times a day | entered one or another of the
local coffee houses the formula was ahvays the same. | uttered the rit-
ual ‘selamunaleykiim” (‘peace be with you’) and the assembled body
responded with ‘iva aleykiimselam” (‘and peace be upon you’). This
greeting was followed by those in attendance saying "bos geldiniz:
(welcome), to which 1 would reply: "hos bulduk- (thank you). Then
began a chorus ot ‘merhabalar’ (a collective ‘hello’), that would like-
wise be responded to in kind. The only time this formula ever varied,
was if | happened to be returning from a visit to the city, in that case
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the ‘hos geldiniz’ might be accompanied by a ‘sefer geldiniz® (‘wel-
come back from your trip’). It was formulaic, it was ritualistic, but it
was also heartfelt and very familiar. By the time the greetings ended a
place had been cleared for me next to the soba, and as I sat down
someone would invariably hand me their titinliik (tobacco tin or
pouch), a signal that I was to be his guest, and simultaneously nod to
the kahveci that he should bring me a glass of tea. No matter how
many times a day this process was repeated, it never varied in form, nor
did I ever tire of both hearing and repeating the same phrases over and
over. This became the clearest certainty of my life in Bereketli.

On most days, I would visit each of the three coffee houses at least
once, and sometimes two or three times. My earliest visit usually coin-
cided with Ankara Radio’s first newscast of the day, and in the early
stages of my stay in Bereketli, I did little more than pretend that I
understood what was said. Fortunately for me, the major stories would
invariably lead to a discussion among the listeners, and, generally by
the time all had aired their views on the day’s happenings I had some
idea of what was being talked about.

By the time of the noon broadcast (the same news was repeated over
and over at set times throughout the day), I could actually comprehend
what was being talked about, and in the ensuing conversation, add my
own two cents worth. By late afternoon, having now heard the same
news at least four times, I was conversant with the topic of the day, and
frequently found my opinion (as the representative of the outside
world) being solicited. This was particularly true if the subject dealt with
the United States, as it frequently did in the Fall and Winter of 1964.
So often was I queried about why President Lyndon Johnson didn’t like
Turkey and why he had written his infamous letter warning that should
it intervene militarily in Cyprus, the United States might not be on
hand were Russia to take military action against Turkey, that I soon
became fluent when it came to discussing the role of ethnic lobbies in
the American political process. Much of my explanation fell on deaf ears
as my listeners already knew that Johnson’s attitudes vis-g-vis Greece
and Turkey stemmed in their entirety from his wife being Greek!

In retrospect, I now realize that no matter how bored I may have
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been by hearing and discussing the same news item over and over each
and every day, it was in so doing that I actually managed to learn some
real Turkish, as distinct from the slang and profanity-laden patois spo-
ken in the village.

When not listening to or discussing the daily news, I often turned
to the only other form of boredom relief available in the coffee house:
the games. I began with dominos, since this was the only game avail-
able that I had previously played (my maternal grandfather was a
domino player and I had spent countless hours in his company as a
child), and 1 felt fairly confident that I wouldn’t embarrass myself. I
was soon shocked to discover that no matter how hard I concentrat-
ed, I couldn’t win so much as a single game, unless my kindly hosts
allowed me to. After a couple of weeks of endless losing, I decided that
there was something going on that I was not privy to, and began to
pay closer attention not to the game, but rather to the dominos them-
selves. Sure enough, they were made of cast brass and had been used
for decades, the result being that each and every tile had some distinc-
tive mark or scratch on their back. These marks were clearly known to
everyone but me and accounted for my theretofore failure. Without
saying anything, I quickly mastered the tell-tale marking on three dif-
ferent sets of dominos (one in each coffee house), and thereafter
impressed my fellow players with my newly acquired skill. Some time
later (unbeknownst to anyone else) I switched the dominos in the vil-
lage coffee house for those in that frequented by the members of the
Demokrat Partisi, and thereafter seldom lost another game.

In time, I became equally proficient at the remainder of the avail-
able games, and the comradely banter, that sometimes included shout-
ing, became one more feature of my new life in Bereketli. I would be
less than candid were I to neglect to mention that the coffee house
game tables (as had listening to the daily news broadcasts) had a
noticeable effect on my Turkish vocabulary. For in countless hours of
playing I learned to swear like a villager, a habit that in later years after
moving to the city, I was to spend a great deal of time trying to undo.



Chapter 18

‘But Hit Bey he’s not a Zenci that’s
Ahmet Apa from Cakirca kioyii’

o matter how much time I spent in the coffee house discussing
| \ l the daily news, there were some topics for which my growing
vocabulary was still insufficient to explain to my interlocutors,
in any meaningful manner, the nuances of the story. This was particu-
larly true of one of the most widely reported stories of the time, the
issue of race relations in the United States. I must have been asked a
hundred times why Americans and, by implication myself, hated Zencis
(Blacks), and no matter how many different ways I tried to answer these
queries I knew from the expressions on the faces of my questioners that
I had failed to convince them. Often the question first asked was ‘What
is a Zenci?’ followed by “Why do you Americans hate them?’ The issue
of race relations in my native land, and the queries they generated in
my new home, continued to plague me, and I spent a great deal of
fruitless effort in trying to answer the never-ending series of questions
they generated among my new friends.

All this came to a head, the day the Mubtar Kimil and I were sit-
ting in a coffee house in Balikesir waiting for the Bereketli bus that was
scheduled to pass by. At one point the door to the coffee house opened
and in walked a black guy, in short, a living, breathing Zenci. I quietly
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turned to Kimil and said “You and everyone else in the village are
always asking me what a Zenci is, if you turn your head to the left you’ll
see the answer to your question just walked in through the door.”
Kémil’s eyes followed mine but there was no response. He turned back
to me with a perplexed look and said “I don’t see anything.” I said,
“Look, sitting alone at the table just to the left of the door.” He looked
again and then began laughing, “Hit, are you crazy, that’s not a Zenci,
that’s Ahmet Aga (Mister Ahmet) from Cakirca k6y#i.” He then stood
up and called out to Ahmet Aga “Ahmet, Ahmet, come over here and
let me introduce you to Hit Bey, our American.” After the introduc-
tions, Kimil turned back to Ahmet and said “There are some things I
don’t think I’m ever going to understand about our American. Do you
know what he thought? He thought you were a Zenci.” Then he
turned back to me and repeated “Hit, Ahmet Aga’s not a Zenci, he’s
not from Africa, he’s from Cakirca koyii.”

I had just had what was to be one of the most important lessons in
my life. It didn’t come from books, nor was it delivered by a profes-
sor. No, it came from the Mubtar of an isolated Turkish village with
little more than a primary school education. He taught me one’s
appearance had absolutely nothing to do with one’s identity. Who one
is, was determined (in his framework) by where one lived and what
one did, not by the color of one’s skin. It was a humbling experience,
but one that I have never forgotten. Even today, the lessons I learned
that day in a smoke-filled Balikesir coffee house make it difficult, if not
impossible, for me to ever be comfortable referring to any of my fel-
low citizens as Black Americans.

I would like to say that this was the end of the story, but it wasn’t.
For the next few days I was forced to listen over and over again, as
Kémil repeated the experience with Ahmet Aga to group after group
of Bereketlians. I was the butt of a great deal of friendly laughter, that
no one appreciated more than I.

A sequel to this story occurred several months later, when I was the
recipient of a visit by Jesse Arnelle, one of the Peace Corps staff work-
ing out of the Ankara office. He was a former professional basketball
player, who had won All-American honors in both basketball and foot-
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ball at Pennsylvania State University (if memory serves me correctly),
and he was a big man (over two meters in height) with the largest
hands I had ever shaken in my life. He was also black. When he
unwound from the jeep that had conveyed him to Bereketli and
entered the coffee house (where I just happened to be sitting), word
quickly spread throughout the village that a friend of Hit Bey’s had
arrived. Soon the room began to fill with men and boys, each of whom
I introduced in turn to Jesse. I began to notice that some of the
younger boys were getting back in line for a second introduction and
that they seemed particularly interested in a repeat hand shake. Jesse,
sensed this as well, and opened his right hand so that the boys could
measure their own small hands against it. He was asked over and over
again how he had ever gotten such large hands. By the time he left a
few hours later, he had passed into Bereketli folklore, as ‘Hit Bey’s
friend with the giant hands.” Those hands remained a topic of conver-
sation for some time in the coffee houses of Bereketli, but I never
heard a single comment about his skin color.

Some months later I ran into Jesse Arnelle in the Ankara Peace
Corps Offices and told him how his visit had quickly become part of
the local lore. I also told him that all one ever talked about was the
size of his hands, and that no one had ever asked about, or even men-
tioned, his skin color. He replied that this had been his experience
wherever he traveled in Turkey.

Years later, after studying the Ottoman past, I came to the conclu-
sion that the response of my Bereketli friends in both these instances
may well be part of their imperial legacy. In Ottoman times, identity
was based solely on one’s religious affiliation. One was a Muslim or
some variety of ‘unbeliever.” Among Muslims, no distinctions were
made between convert and native-born, nor were any made on the
basis of ethnic or racial differences.

I would like to think that the lessons I learned about real identity
while living in Bereketli have stayed with me throughout the past four
decades. While, only one example of the many things I learned in my
village life, no lesson was more important than learning that Ahmet
Aga was a villager from Calkirca, not a Zenci.
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Chapter 19

Wine, laughter & the Mubtar in chains:
Kuskaya & camels

s the crow flies, Bereketli’s closest neighbor was the village of

Kuskaya, that lay less than a mile to our southeast. In reality it

was a good hour’s walk away, as to get there one had to climb

down the walls of a steep canyon, ford a stream (while passable in

Summer was a raging torrent in the Winter), and then climb up the

other side of the canyon. But it was far more than distance that sepa-
rated the inhabitants of Bereketli and Kugkaya.

We Bereketlians referred to ourselves as yerli ¥, meaning indigenous

or native, whereas the residents of our neighboring village were

referred to by the term Kizilbas (literally ‘Red Head,” a derogatory

* Just what Bereketli’s origins actually are is unclear: the earliest references I find to the

toponym ‘Bereketli,’ are in the 1940s. See: T.C. Igisleri Bakanhg: Tsirkiye’de Meskiin
Yerler Kilavuzu. Vol. I (Ankara, 1946), p. 150, where a village of ‘Bereketls’ is shown as
being located within the administrative sub-district of ‘Konakpmar.” Prior to that time,
the settlement’s name was Mestavra, a word whose etymology appears to be Greek,
[Note: perhaps a contraction of ‘meso’ = middle, and ‘stavros’ = cross?]. In the Dahiliye
Vekaleti’s (Ministry of Interior’s): Kéylerimiz. Istanbul, 1928, p. 373, under the villages
in the. Konakpmar Nahiyesi (County of Konakpmar), there is a settlement called:
‘Mastavra’. See, also: Kamil Su: Balikesir ve Civarinda Yiiritk ve Tiirkmenler. Istanbul,
1938, p. 147, footnote 1, where he identifies a sextlement of the Atct Agireti (a Tiirkimen
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term used by Sunni (Orthodox) Muslims to describe members of the
heterodox Alevi sect. They were the only Alevi (Kizilbas) village in
our county, the other villages all being described (at least in Bereketli),
as being either one or other of the two semi-nomadic groups known
as Yoritk and Tiirkmen (Turcoman). There were twenty-five villages
in the Konakpinar administrative district, twenty-four of which had a
village school, and a road of some kind leading in and out of them.
The one exception to this rule was the Kizilbas village of Kugkaya, that
had neither school nor road.

I had first visited our neighboring village when returning from a
long hike in search of a lost sheep, shortly after my arrival in Bereketli.
Turhan, the leader of our ‘wild bloods’, was on good terms with
Arslan the Mubtar of Kuskaya, and he had insisted that we stop by so
that he could show off Bereketli’s new American to his friend. I was
immediately attracted to both the Mubtar and the villagers. Unlike my
Bereketli hosts, wine was a staple in Kugkaya and a visit always meant
a glass or two of barely potable red wine. Arslan himself was an impos-
ing figure with a quiet dignity, that far overshadowed the fact that he
had never received any formal education and was therefore, together
with his entire electorate, illiterate.

A month or so after our first meeting, I saw Arslan again. This time
he was handcuffed and in chains, and was being led through our vil-
lage by two of the jandarmas (gendarmes) from the county seat
Konakpinar. His captors stopped by the coffee house for a cup of tea
and we all began to query our unintended visitor as to what the prob-
lem was. It seemed that he was being transported to Balikesir for hav-
ing failed to respond to a written summons that had been sent to
Kugkaya from the capital. Seemingly unhampered by his fetters, he
quietly sipped his tea, and explained that as neither he nor anyone else

tribal group), as being in the vicinity of the village of Mestavra, that, he states, is today’s
Bereketli. While I recall villagers using the name Mestavra/Mastavra on occasion, I don’t
recollect ever hearing an explanation about where it may have come from. As early as 1530
there is a village named ‘Mastavra’® [sic. ‘Mestavra’], shown as attached to the adminis-
trative sub-district (nahbiye) of Bag-girdek in Balikesir. See: T.C. Bagbakanhk Devlet
Arsivleri Genel Miidurltigii — Osmanlt Arsivi Daire Baskanhg: 166 Numaralt Mubdsebe-i
Vildyet-i Anadolu Defteri (937/1530). { Dizin ve Tipkibasim] Ankara, 1995, p. 252.
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in the village could read, that such papers always went unanswered.
This was clearly not the first time he had been carted off to Balikesir
by the local constabulary.

I asked how long he expected to be away and he shrugged and
replied “No more than a day or two.” I asked him to make sure that
he asked for me upon his return, and, given the fact that the only route
to the roadless Kuskaya was via Bereketli, he agreed.

Later that day I asked Mubtar Kimil if there wasn’t something we
could do to help Arslan’s predicament. I did so, having sensed that the
two men were, if not friends, well acquainted and genuinely seemed
to respect one another. Kimil said he just didn’t see what could be
done. I responded that, if Arslan was willing, we might suggest that
whenever a written communication arrived from the Vilayet, he bring
it to Bereketli, and we could read it an appropriate answer. Upon this
suggestion, Kamil did not indicate an unwillingness to do so.

Thereafter, once a month or so I would have a visit from Arslan. At
first, the inadequacy of my own Turkish meant that I had to find oth-
ers to help figure out just what it was that he was being requested to
do, but as my Turkish improved, I began playing a more active role in
serving as his channel of communication with officialdom.

In time I learned that it was the proximity of Kuskaya to Bereketli
that was being used as an excuse for failing to provide the far smaller
settlement with its own elementary school. That is, whenever they
petitioned for such, they were told that they should send their children
to Bereketli. This, despite the fact that several of the villages in our dis-
trict that were even smaller than Kuskaya had their own schools. The
problem with this suggestion was that during the winter months the
bridgeless stream that served as their only outlet (via Bereketli) to the
world was transformed into a raging torrent, and there was simply no
way the children of Kugkaya (even had they been willing to walk the
distance separating us) could have done so during much of the school
year.

The answer seemed simple enough to me and I proposed to
Mubhtar Kamil that we find houses in the village who would be willing
to host the students from Kuskaya should the weather and water level
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in the stream prevent them from coming and going. This rather naive
suggestion on my part overlooked a number of factors. Firstly, there
was not a single family in Bereketli who was willing to host the chil-
dren of people whom they considered to be heretics (the Alevis were
widely believed, by their Sunni neighbors, to engage in a variety of
immoral activities, the most harmless of which was the consumption
of alcohol). Secondly, even had such a host been found, the villagers
would never have countenanced their daughters attending class and
socializing with boys from Kugkaya. Gradually, I began to realize that
there was no simple solution to our problem. When I announced my
intention of going once a week to Kugkaya and providing a basic liter-
acy course for any residents who expressed a desire to learn to read and
write, for the first time I found myself arrayed against the wishes of the
entire population of Bereketli. It soon became apparent that while
many of my new friends seemed genuinely sympathetic to their neigh-
bors’ plight, there simply was no way they were going to allow their
American to make regular trips to Kugkaya. Sensing their determina-
tion, I gave up on the idea. This was my second taste of failure.

I did however (over the objections of Kiamil), raise the issue with
our friend the Governor on more than one occasion, and pointed out
to him that there had to be something wrong with a policy that failed
to provide the means of learning to read and write to a segment of its
population, and then repeatedly jailed their elected leader for not
responding to written communications.

His response was to order that henceforth all messages destined for
Kuskaya were to be sent to Bereketli, and as if our overworked and
underpaid Mubtar (his salary was 100 TL or $11 per month) did not
have enough work of his own, he was now burdened (thanks to his
American guest) with the additional assignment of serving as scribe for
our Alevi neighbors. As always, he acquiesced, and as time passed even
commented on more than one occasion that helping one’s neighbor
was really a sevap (meritorious deed). While having failed to really
resolve the underlying problem, I at least did not have to watch the
Mubtar Arslan led about in fetters during the remainder of my time in
Bereketli.
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I was never ali that certain how the residents of Kuskaya (Bird CIiff)
made their living. They had little in the way of fields, and the village
might just as well have been named Taskaya (Rocky CIiff), as the gen-
eral impression it generated was of nothing but stone. That is not
quite accurate, as it was also home to a large population of camels. It
was this fact that kept me from enquiring too closely as to just how the
residents made their livings, because | had already learned that camels
\vere generally associated wvith smuggling and the moving of contra-
band goods.

Hovvever, in my all-too-infrequent visits to Kuskaya, | learned a lot
about camels from Muhtar Arslan, and for some time even gave seri-
ous thought to purchasing one of his animals, as a means of getting
around the Peace Corps’ ban on volunteers owning motor vehicles. |
envisioned myselfriding about the hills on a camel, until the day that
Arslan and | actually began to negotiate a price. Only then, did he ask
me vvhat | intended to do with my purchase. | replied “Ride it, of
course,” to vvhich he shook his head and patiently explained that in
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Turkey one did not ride camels, you led them in a train from the back
of a donkey. He went on to explain that the camel I was interested in
buying was only five years old, and that meant that there were still two
years to wait before it could even be trained as a pack animal. The
upside to all of this was that if I still wanted to buy the useless beast,
he would guarantee me that he would buy it back from me for a sub-
stantially higher sum two years later when I left. In other words, I was
going to have the pleasure of paying for the feed and looking after a
rather vicious animal (camels get extremely mean during the cold win-
ter months) for two years and not get any use out of him whatsoever.
I thanked him for his most generous offer, that I declined, and we
parted friends.
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Chapter 20

Hunting for tavsans, kekliks & stones

or the men and boys of Bereketli one of the few ways of break-
F ing the monotony of the Winter months was hunting. For some

reason unknown to me, this particular activity always occurred
on Sunday, even though it might as well have transpired on any other
day of the week, for during the late Fall and Winter no one really
worked at all. Hunting in Bereketli, as in many other parts of the
world, was inextricably linked to the passage to manhood, that meant
that proficiency with a shotgun (there were and are no rifles allowed
in Turkish villages, except those carried by the local constabulary, the
gendarmes), was a must, and my new friends were particularly eager to
see how their American measured up.

As a native of Oregon, I came from a long line of hunters, and
while growing up had hunted for deer and elk with relatives. As such,
I didn’t feel any particular need to demonstrate my prowess with a
shotgun, but during my time in the village no Sunday hunt was ever
contemplated unless I was a member of the party. Our choice of game
was limited to tavsan (jack rabbits), keklik (red-necked partridges),
with the occasional tilki (fox) and yabani domuz (wild boar) thrown
in for good measure. The first two kinds of game were shot for food,
while the foxes and wild boars were considered nuisances, who preyed
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on chickens and cultivated fields respectively, and were simply shot as
a public service.

Etiquette demanded that the successful hunter or hunters, as the
case might be, host, for their less successful companions, a bulgur
(cracked wheat) or piring (rice) ptlav topped with that day’s game
(rabbit or partridge), an exercise that gave the hosts ample opportuni-
ty for bragging rights and made the guests the subject of gentle ban-
ter over their failure to bring home any food for the dinner party.

There were a few aspects of our weekly Sunday hunts thart I didn’t
really enjoy. First and foremost was the size of the group; often we
were as many as twenty to thirty men and boys. Second was the fact
that custom dictated that we move forward in a line spread out across
several hundred meters. I quickly realized that given the rough terrain
we were hunting in, it was impossible to keep any order in the line and
on more than one occasion, having flushed a bird or rabbit, I had to
stop myself from shooting for fear of hitting one of my companions.
If this was the case with me, I reasoned that it was the same for my fel-
low hunters, and in the same manner that I had no desire to shoot
anyone, I had no particular desire to be shot. To lessen the risk of an
unfortunate accident, I tended to fall back in the line that also had the
effect of limiting the likelihood of flushing any game. It scemed to me
that discretion was certainly the better part of valor in this situation.

After the first two or three excursions, during which I hadn’t fired
a shot, I began to be made the butt of gentle ribbing about my
prowess (or lack thereof) as a hunter. As we returned to the village
after yet another ‘shot-less’ afternoon on my part, some of the
younger men began picking up stones that they threw as far as they
could and then fired their shotguns in an attempt to shatter them
before they hit the ground. This generally fruitless exercise went on for
sometime, and finally the pressure grew for me to take a turn. Turhan,
a close friend, and the leader of the village delikanlis (young unmar-
ried men), who likewise enjoyed the reputation of being the village
champion at this particular pastime, was particularly insistent that I
take my shot. Realizing that nothing would stop the clamor short of
me actually firing my borrowed shotgun, I acquiesced, and Turhan,
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desirous of maintaining his position as chief ‘rock splitter,” picked up
a particularly small stone and threw it as far as he could. Instinctively
I raised my gun and fired and wonder of wonders watched as the rap-
idly disappearing rock disintegrated into a cloud of dust. The appre-
ciative ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ that accompanied this bit of blind luck told
me that I had saved my reputation. From that time on, regardless of
whether or not I had fired my gun, the walk back to the village always
included a number of eye witness retellings of my proficiency with the
shotgun.
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Chapter 21

I am left holding the tobacco pouches

in any other village in the country. Law enforcement in rural

Turkey was (and still is) the prerogative of the gendarmerie
(jandarma), a branch of the Turkish armed forces, that has a presence
in cach nabiye (county seat). As a nabiye is a sub-provincial adminis-
trative unit, composed of up to twenty-five villages, and a typical jan-
darma karakol (gendarme outpost), was commanded by a Cavus
(Sergeant) and some five or six conscripts (ers), there was no perma-
nent police presence in Bereketli. Unless summoned in response to a
violent death, about the only time one ever encountered the gen-
darmes was when they paid the occasional surprise visit in search of
contraband. ’

In Bercketli and the other tobacco-growing villages of the
Konakpinar Nabiyesi, contraband generally meant one thing: home-
grown tobacco that had not (in keeping with the law’s dictates) been
sold to the state tobacco monopoly. Only when this was done, and it
was appropriately processed, packaged and taxed, was one allowed to
purchase it and roll it into cigarettes. Needless to say, this was a law
completely ignored in Bereketli and all other tobacco-producing areas
of the country. Indeed, the authorities seemed to implicitly accept the

Thcrc were no police in Bereketli, nor for that matter were there
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reality that this law was unenforceable, as the fines for being caught in
possession of untaxed tobacco were relatively low.

No, the problem was not so much contraband tobacco, as it was
smuggled cigarette papers. This is what the gendarmes periodically
came in search of. This forbidden item was smuggled into Turkey
from Syria in packages of one hundred papers, and the fine for being
caught with them in your possession was a staggering 1 TL per ciga-
rette paper. A hundred Turkish Lira was more than a month’s income
for the average family in Bereketli, and therefore, even if one had the
means to use real cigarette papers (as I had taken to doing), instead of
the bits of newspaper that were the preferred means, you never want-
ed to be found in possession of untaxed tobacco and you certainly
didn’t want to be apprehended with smuggled cigarette papers.

I recall well the first time I encountered a visit of the gendarmes. It
was the middle of my first Winter and a large group of men were sit-
ting in the coffee house watching a rather heavy snow fall when a
young boy excitedly came bursting into our midst. I didn’t fully
understand at the time what he was saying, though I did pick up the
fact that he had spotted a gendarme patrol heading into the village,
and he had come to warn us that they were less than two minutes
away. The villagers knew the drill: when the gendarmes entered the
coffee house each man was required to stand to attention until they
had been searched, and any tobacco and papers they happened to be
carrying had been confiscated. There was no escaping this treatment if
one were a villager. Indeed, there was only one person in the village of
Bereketli who was viewed as exempt from such an intrusion. Suddenly,
all eyes in the coffee house turned towards me. In unison every man
was at my side pressing their titinlitks (metal tobacco containers)
inside my voluminous overcoat. No sooner had I secured the last of
these unwanted offerings than the doors at both ends of the room
burst open and everyone except the American visitor jumped to their
feet in respectful attention.

In the next half hour, as one by one the villagers were searched, the
Cavus (Sergeant), who had joined me at my table next to the soba,
and I had two o1 three glasses of tea. The tension in the room was pal-
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pable, and the level of frustration on the part of the gendarmes (most
of whom themselves were village boys) became increasingly apparent
as they uncovered not so much as a gram of forbidden tobacco, let
alone any of the contraband papers.

Throughout ali of this, I was visibly sweating, and it wasn’t because
the temperature in the coffee house had suddenly increased. I had
begun to think about the fact that while it was one thing for me not
to have risen upon the entry of the patrol, simple good manners dic-
tated that I was going to have to stand when the Cavug and his com-
panions got ready to leave. I knew that were 1 to do so, well over a
dozen tobacco cans would fall noisily to the floor. It was this thought
that had led to my perspiration.

When the last secarch was completed, the Cavug looked at me and
carefully said “We are leaving now, but please don’t get up.” At that
moment I realized the likelihood that either he or one of his men had
been looking in the window when I had become the repository of
Berekeli’s combined contraband. I nodded in appreciation, and
breathed a heavy sigh of relief as the door closed behind our visitors.

This experience with authority, as had the ecarlier visit by the
Governor, taught me a crucial lesson. For the Anatolian villagers the
presence of the state was something basically to be feared. I learned,
as had countless carlier generations of Anatolian peasants, that when
the government came calling it didn’t do so bearing gifts. Government

meant taxation and conscription, plus the occasional search for contra-
band.
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Chapter 22

A night at the movies:
‘Bell, Book & Candle’

trolled by the seasons. Winter had now gradually given way to

Spring, and the men, who throughout the past four months had
spent their time in the coffee houses, now began to prepare their fields
for the planting of that year’s crops. As the first shoots of green began
to poke their way skyward and the surrounding hills began to come
alive, so too did I begin to feel the need for action.

Ihad already learned that the tempo and pace of village life was con-

Indeed, as what had begun to seem like a never-ending Winter
finally began to draw to a close, and the mud that I had begun to
loathe dried up, there seemed to be a general feeling that we needed
to do something different. One afternoon, sitting in the coffee house,
someone suggested that we should go into the city and see a movie.
Memdih volunteered the services of his bus, and I offered to pay for
the movie tickets, an offer that would have been rejected out of hand
a few months ecarlier and was now at least considered for a moment
before being rejected. In a short amount of time we managed to gath-
er twenty-five willing accomplices and without further ado piled into
our vintage chariot and set off for Balikesir.

When we arrived in the capital we discovered that there were two
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Turkish films and one Hollywood production playing. My advice was
solicited as to which we should see, and I (as events would prove),
unwisely, opted for the American production that starred James
Stewart, Kim Novak and Jack Lemmon. I had never heard of the film
‘Bell, Book and Candle,’ but, as I liked the cast, my recommendation
was accepted, and in anticipation of seeing a light comedy, we dutiful-
ly purchased our tickets and entered the movie theater. No sooner had
the lights dimmed and the film began than I knew I had made a ter-
rible mistake. I’ve forgotten the scenario (or erased it from my mind),
but I will never forget that the film dealt with ‘warlocks’ and ‘witch-
¢s’ in Manhattan, two character types that were equally unfamiliar to
the villagers and to the individual (me) they were counting on to make
some sense out of what for all of us was incomprehensible drivel. It
didn’t help that whoever had dubbed the film in Turkish also had no
idea of what they were doing, the result being that what we were hear-
ing had little or nothing to do with what was being screened.

We were fortunate that it was a Tuesday evening, and aside from
our rather ferocious looking group of twenty-five unshaven villagers,
there were only a handful of others in the audience. When my com-
panions turned to me and began enquiring in rather loud voices as to
just what the hell was going on, our fellow patrons who were just as
confused as we were, instead of telling us to shut up, began listening
to our conversation in hopes of gaining a bit of edification themselves.

My problems were twofold. On the one hand, the film was indeed
badly dubbed, and I couldn’t make much sense out of the Turkish dia-
logue, while, on the other, I could figure out just enough from the
action on the screen to realize that there was no way I was going to be
able to explain the goings on of ‘witches’ and their male counterparts,
‘warlocks’ to my fellow movie-goers. I decided on the next best course
of action and began making up my own plot and dialogue to accom-
pany it. Needless to say, my version bore no relationship whatsoever
to the actual film, but I seemed to be the only one in the theater who
was aware of that fact, so for the next hour and a half I spun my own
scenario and tried with my, by then, seven hundred and fifty words of
Turkish to share it with the audience. Finally, the miserable film ended
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and we trooped out of the theater wishing that we were already safely
home in bed in Bereketli.

It didn’t help that this was the first film several of our group had
ever seen, nor that we had had to park our otobiis a good kilometer
from the center of town where the movie theater was located. For no
sooner did we set foot out of the door of the theater than Winter
chose to grace us with a final parting rain storm, and by the time we
got to the bus we were all soaked to the skin. Nobody felt up to com-
pleting our planned program that had called for post-movie kéfte
(meat ball) sandwiches at an open-air stand along the highway leading
out of the city (the only part of the evening’s entertainment that by
previous agreement I was to be allowed to pay for), and by general
consensus we opted to make a run for the safety of home.

Unfortunately, the weather had other things in store. As we
approached the stream that cut across the road some three kilometers
below the village (just beyond the village of Taskoy), the torrential
downpour had turned what had been a trickle of water when we left
into a raging torrent. Memdth refused to risk his livelihood by con-
tinuing on, and a silent convoy of twenty-five very wet and very tired,
not to mention disappointed, men walked the final three kilometers
back to Bereketli. It was weather fit only for witches and warlocks.

If there was an upside to this disastrous evening (for which I at least
blamed myself), it was that I was so eloquent in our next Saturday’s
meeting with the Governor, in making the case for completion of the
bridge whose construction had begun a decade ecarlier and then been
halted ‘temporarily’ for lack of funds, that he finally took note and
promised to complete the project. Something, to the surprise of us all
he actually did do, and one unintended side effect of our night at the
picture show was that within a couple of months one no longer had to
ford the creek, but instead drove over a new concrete bridge.

The true lesson however, was a driving home of the reality of what
I had been living with for the past six months, namely, that there are
some cultural divides too wide to bridge without a great deal of hard
work and preparation. Our night at the movies drove this lesson home
in spades.
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Periodically, throughout the next year, someone who had shared
the saga of the night at the movies would ask me “Hit Bey, what did
it mean when this or that happened in the movie we went to see?”
Given the fact that these queries were addressed to the de facto screen-
writer, I always had an answer.
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Chapter 23

As Winter ended the rhythm of life began
to change: the day we planted 400
Kavak agag fidanlar: (poplar seedlings)

drew up a list of projects prior to each of our Saturday meetings

with the Governor and spent many hours during the week
deciding the proper manner in which we should approach him. One
thing that Bereketli suffered from was a lack of available wood for con-
struction, so we decided that at the earliest opportunity I should
request several hundred poplar tree seedlings (Kavak aga¢ fidanlart),
that we would plant along the banks of a small stream near the village.
The idea being that this particular tree was fast growing and within
twenty years would provide a timber source for village building proj-
ects. Kimil and I were into long-term planning. This was partly due to
the fact that we were both convinced of the futility of getting much
done in the short term (we viewed the bridge as a miracle).

His pessimism stemmed from the reality that he was an appointed
official who belonged to the minority Republican People’s Party, that
was not expected to do well in the elections scheduled for later in the
year. In the short term, however, his weakness was also his strength.
For all the provincial Governors shared his political affiliation and were

B uoyed up by our success with the bridge, the Mubtar and 1
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desirous of doing what they could to ensure the success of the cadre
of village Muhtars who had been appointed (and were still serving)
following the 1960 military coup. My presence, and the close relation-
ship that had developed between us, was also a plus, in that the over-
whelming majority of the villagers were proud of ‘their American,” and
therefore generally willing to co-operate in projects that I was associ-
ated with. At least that is what I thought. However, the issue of the
poplar tree seedlings was about to prove the truth of the old Turkish
adage Evdeki hesap ¢arstya uymaz (The accounts we make at home
don’t work out in the marketplace).

As we were both convinced that even the most partisan villager in
Bereketli could not help but realize the benefit of having our own vil-
lage grove of poplar trees, we decided that this project would top our
list of requests from the Governor. On the following Saturday the
Governor listened to our proposal, and, while making no promises,
did say that the official in charge of the state nursery where our hoped-
for seedlings were currently residing was a personal friend, and he
would see what he could do. He pointed out that even if he were suc-
cessful there could still be a logistics problem as the office with the
trucks that would dcliver our seedlings was under the control of
another branch of the government.

We left the meeting in a positive mood, and when we returned to
the village walked down to the stream where one day we hoped to see
a grove of poplar trees. Two months passed by with no word of our
longed-for seedlings, and I had almost forgotten the matter, when one
day a boy came running up to my door with word that three trucks
filled with trees had arrived in the village and that their drivers were
asking for the American. It was a hot day and by the time I arrived at
the square next to the coffee house I was covered in perspiration. I
climbed into one of the trucks and directed the driver to a spot on the
road about a hundred meters from where we planned to plant the
trees. .

As fate would have it, the Mubtar had business in Balikesir that
day, and the otobiis belonging to Sofér Niyazi had broken down
which meant that he was present in the village. Thus the one individ-
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ual capable of getting our seedlings into the ground was away, and his
political nemesis now had a golden opportunity to sabotage one of his
projects. I wasn’t worried about this yet, as I was more concerned
about getting the seedlings out of the trucks. Getting them into the
ground would come later.

The problem was that the three truck drivers had made it clear that
they were simply there to deliver their loads, if I wanted their cargos
it was up to me to get them out of the trucks. Alternatively, they were
quite willing to return them to their place of origin. I pleaded for time
and ran the kilometer back to the village in order to seek assistance.
The men were in the fields, and the coffee houses held only a handful
of the elderly men. School had ended for the year, so I managed to
find a number of the older boys who expressed their willingness to
help.

Together we managed to get the four hundred seedlings out of the
trucks and then watched as the trucks headed back down the road
leaving us standing with a lot of young trees that already looked like
they were in need of water. Without saying anything else to my young
helpers, who already looked exhausted, I picked up the first two
seedlings and walked several hundred meters to the furthest point
along the creck bed, to the spot that the Muhtar and I had predeter-
mined our grove of trees would end. I set them down and returned
for another load. Midway back to the road I met the first of my
helpers, who, following my example, had likewise picked up two
seedlings. He asked me where I wanted them and I told him to set
them across the creek from where I had left the first two and that we
would then work back towards the road on both sides of the creek.

By the time I got back up to the road, one of my young friends
from the delikanl: coffee house had arrived and he began directing the
younger boys to follow my example and start moving the seedlings
down to the creck bed. The smallest of the boys was having trouble
carrying even one tree and I suggested that he go back to the village
and find me a shovel. He went running off and the strange procession
of walking trees continued. They were about two meters in height and
thus taller than any of the boys carrying them; indeed, the effect was
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of trees moving two by two down the creek bed as if they were actu-
ally walking.

As we were working our way back toward the road each trip got
progressively (if not all that noticeably) shorter. I later learned that
word had spread throughout the village and into the fields about our
activity and a number of men had returned to the village to see what
they could do to help. Upon arrival they were met by Sofér Niyazi
who set about convincing as many people as he could that this project
had nothing to do with the village, that it was just the ‘corrupt
Mubtar’ who had used me to get himself a grove of free poplar trees,
and that anyone with loyalty to the old Demokrat Partisi would be
betraying their beliefs were they to help me plant the seedlings. Had
anyone bothered to look, the ridiculousness of this lie would have
become immediately apparent, for the spot we had chosen was on land
owned collectively by the village. But for the moment, no one came
out to see what was actually going on.

A couple of hours had now passed and most of the seedlings were
in place next to where they were to be planted. I had received my
shovel and started planting the first of the four hundred waiting trees.
In the meantime, one of the boys had brought a jug from the village,
and as there was a nearby fountain, we at least had something to drink.
By others’ reckoning I planted some thirty-seven trees that long after-
noon. [ wasn’t counting. I do recall that at some point the other vil-
lage bus carrying the returning Mubtar arrived, and shortly after, my
ordeal ended. Kimil insisted that I get into the bus and accompany
him back to the village, a request I was only too willing to comply
with. Using my bleeding hands and dirt-streaked face as incentive he
quickly shamed the crowd of village men who had gathered round us
and within minutes there was a stream of shovel-bearing men heading
down the road to the waiting seedlings. In less than an hour they
returned having made short work of finishing the job their American
and a handful of school boys had begun.

One villager who was conspicuous by his absence was the village
Vaiz Hoca (Muslim Preacher), a fact that particularly stuck in the craw
of our Mubtar Kimil, who thereafter never missed an opportunity to
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tell anyone who would listen, about the fact that while Hit Bey was
planting trees “Our Vaiz Hoca, who was always preaching about how
the planting of trees was a meritorious act, did not deign to make an
appearance and help with our efforts.”

Unlike the issue of my purloined copies of the International
Herald Tribune, my second indirect confrontation with Sofér Niyazi
was to have far more serious repercussions. By that evening we learned
that he had actually threatened some of the village men with the ille-
gal handgun he was known to carry, when they had attempted to
come to my aid. This was not only considered a serious breach of
acceptable behavior, it was also seen as a direct challenge to the
authority of the Mubtar. Tension was building just below the surface
and I was soon to learn just how dangerous life in a Turkish village
could become.
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Chapter 24

The Mubtar & I in Ankara

had been living in the Mubtar Kimil’s world for almost a year,

when I received an invitation from the Peace Corps office in

Ankara asking both of us (and Bonnie) to spend a week on the
Middle East Technical University campus, assisting with the training
of a second group of rural community volunteers, whose program was
being held in the deserted village of Yalancak. It had recently been
vacated due to its location on land that had been set aside for the new
university.

Partly based on our group’s consensus assessment that our own
training had been largely worthless, someone had decided that the sec-
ond such group could benefit from actually undergoing their training
on site in a real (albeit deserted) Turkish village. Likewise, they might
gain some insight into what their next two years would involve by
actually seeing how selected members of our group interacted with the
Mubtars in the villages we were already working in.

Kéimil eagerly accepted the invitation and we set off together for
what was to be his first visit to his nation’s capital. I didn’t realize it at
first, but even before the train pulled into the station at Ankara, I had
become aware of an interesting fact. Namely, the tables had suddenly
been reversed, and, I, the innocent in Bereketli, who had been so



Balikesir train station: Bonnie and | en route to Ankara

patiently tutored by the Muhtar throughout the previous year, had
suddenly become the teacher. Now we had entered, what was for my
friend, the alien world of the city, where he was truly a novice, and |
was back in an environment with which | was more or less familiar.
Kamil whom, as | have previously noted, was extremely perceptive
seemed to take a delight in the changed circumstances and willingly
deferred to my urban expertise at every turn.



The Muhtar & I in Ankara

I first became conscious of his helplessness shortly after our arrival
in the capital, when I took him to lunch at Ankara’s first Italian-style
pizza restaurant, in the heart of downtown Kizilay. As we entered the
restaurant I began explaining that pizza was the Italian version of lah-
macun (a kind of Turkish pizza made with meat, tomatoes and pide),
that the two of us had ecaten on numerous occasions in Balikesir.
Indeed, that was the reason I had chosen this particular site, I wanted
something different, but I didn’t want it to be all that different for my
guest. He quickly figured out that the only really significant difference
between what we were eating and the more familiar Turkish variety
was the cheese on the pizza, an addition that seemed to meet with his
approval. I explained that, while I ate pizza with my fingers most
Turks used a knife and fork. After carefully examining our fellow
patrons’ eating habits, he opted to follow my example and we success-
fully navigated our way through his first big city meal.

It was after lunch that he indicated the need for a rest room and I
pointed out the correct door, thinking that he wanted to wash his hands.
He was absent for some time, and just as I began to wonder if his first
city meal had caused a reaction similar to that that I had experienced
after my first foray into the cuisine of Bereketli (namely a need to vomit),
and, while I was considering going to offer my assistance, the door
opened and he re-emerged. I enquired as to whether everything was
alright, and in response he simply shook his head back and forth. I
pushed on and he replied that everything was fine, but he wanted to
know “Why in the world did they make you perch on top of those white
seats to do your business?” I wasn’t sure what he meant and he elaborat-
ed, saying “After I figured out that you had to climb up on top of the
ceramic chair, I had a hard time keeping my balance.” His culture shock
at encountering his first alafranga toilet was no less than mine had been
a year earlier, when he escorted me to my first hole in the ground. I, too,
had more than a little trouble learning not to lose my balance.

There was less to adapt to when we arrived at the deserted village
of Yalancak where we were scheduled to stay. It wasn’t all that differ-
ent from Bereketli, and being located far outside the hustle and bustle
of the city, KAmil immediately felt at home.
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During the week we spent in Yalancak, my Mubtar was a great hit.
He had already been through it all with me; and the advice he so gen-
erously bestowed upon his eager listeners was not only solid, but prac-
tical. Since their Turkish was as rudimentary as mine had been a year
earlier, I served as the translator for all these exchanges and, using the
prerogative thus accorded me, managed to get in my two cents worth
as well. Kdmil, who had spent the previous several months translating
and interpreting my rudimentary Turkish to the villagers, loved the
idea that it was now me who was making his comments intelligible to
the trainees.

Kemal Kurdag, the president of the newly formed university, was
very big into the planting of trees. He had set the goal, if memory
serves me correctly, of planting no less than thirty thousand seedlings
on the vast expanse of land set aside for the university. Every visitor to
the new campus was handed a shovel and I, together with the Mubtar,
did my share for the greening of the Middle East Technical University
campus. The experience I had recently gained in Bereketli stood me
well in this endeavor.

Our stay passed quickly, but not before Kiamil had become profi-
cient in the use of those strange sit-down toilets and been subjected to
a number of new food items each of which was unlike anything he had
ever caten before. Upon our return to the village, he never tired of
regaling the assembled residents with an endless stream of tales about
the strangeness of life in the big city.
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Chapter 25

Ross Pritchard & Kemal Kurdas
come up with a crazy idea

Ross Pritchard, the first Director of Peace Corps Turkey, and
Kemal Kurdag, the founder and first President of the Middle East
Technical University. They were kindred spirits indeed, as each was a
perfect example of the old adage You can’t see the forest for the trees,
only in their case it read You can’t see the trees for the forest. Both
men thought big and acted as if there was no downside to their ten-

If ever an American and a Turk were cut from the same cloth, it was

dency to completely ignore such things as planning and details, as they
followed their dreams. It has generally been my experience that when
you put two such visionaries together in the same room, all manner of
unexpected results may happen. This is exactly what happened the day
that Kemal Kurdas invited Ross Pritchard to address a group of under-
classmen at METU (Middle East Technical University).

As previously indicated, Pritchard’s ambition far outweighed his
abilities. Having consulted with no one, he got up before a large
group of nineteen-year-old Turkish students and began delivering a
Kennedy esque-type speech in which he challenged his young audi-
ence with “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you
can do for your country.” He then went on to describe the Peace
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Corps in glowing terms, and challenged his listeners to develop their
own Turkish Peace Corps and begin participating in the development
of their own country’s forty thousand villages. Pritchard thought that
those of us working in rural community development were the only
real Peace Corps volunteers, a view shared by many of those in the
Washington Peace Corps hierarchy, that is, by those that Pritchard was
SO eager to impress.

Had it ended there, disaster might have been averted, but he was
followed to the podium by the equally (although far brighter) grand
schemer Kemal Kurdas, who picked up his challenge and asked for vol-
unteers willing to spend part of their summer working with the
American volunteers who were already serving in villages round
Turkey. That was me and my colleagues he was talking about, but it
never entered anyone’s mind to consult with us first.

I first learned of this hair-brained scheme while in Ankara with the
Mubtar, when I encountered Chuck Lasky, the CARE-Peace Corps
director of our program. He asked me what kind of projects I had in
mind for the two Turkish students who were scheduled to spend six
weeks of the summer with me in Bereketli and I looked at him like he
was crazy. He realized my puzzlement and said “Oh, of course you
don’t know about this yet as the letters just went out to you volun-
teers yesterday.” He then proceeded to tell me about the great plan
that had been cooked up by Pritchard and Kurdas. I listened in
stunned silence and then decided that there was nothing to be gained
by bridling my tongue and laid into Lasky with a vengeance. I told
him this was the stupidest thing I had ever heard and then began to
explain my reasoning: a) the summer months were when villagers
worked, i.e., the one time of the year when community projects were
virtually impossible to implement, as the labor force, including men,
women, and children, were busy in the fields; b) we volunteers had
earned a month’s summer leave and everyone in our group had plans
to be traveling away from their villages at the very time that he was
proposing we work with the young Turkish students; and ¢) the idea
of sending first and second-year Turkish university students, none of
whom had any experience in village life, was a recipe for disaster and
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could have serious negative implications for the Peace Corps’ future in
Turkey.

Little did I know just how correct my assessment would turn out
to be. Of the young students sent to our villages, two were killed in
car and bus accidents, and a third, convinced that the giant spiders in
his room were about to eat him, took to running about the village
with a large butcher knife threatening anyone who crossed his path.
After he and his knife disrupted the evening prayers, and he informed
the Peace Corps volunteer that he wanted a woman and the woman
he wanted was the volunteer’s wife, the police in the provincial capital
were summoned and they carted him off. However, as tragic as these
incidents were, the hair-brained scheme hatched in the fertile imagina-
tions of Prichard and Kurdas was in fact to become the first in a series
of steps leading to the closing down of the Peace Corps program in
Turkey.

Having finished my tirade, I paused and Lasky, somewhat shaken,
said that he thought I was exaggerating the downside of this plan and
he was sure that it would all work out just fine. At that point, I really
exploded, and said “Of course it will for you, as always you will be sit-
ting on your butt in Ankara, with no concern and little understanding
of what it means to live and work in a village.” Our relationship,
already strained, did not improve as a result of my outburst.
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Chapter 26

Al Edgell’s PhD thesis: the
beginning of the end for the
Peace Corps in Turkey

pon my return to Bereketli, I found not one, but two, strange

l | pieces of mail awaiting me. The first was the anticipated let-

ter notifying me that on such and such a date two students

from METU (I've forgotten their names) would be arriving in

Bereketli, as the first wave of what was envisaged as an indigenous

Turkish Peace Corps. I was urged to develop a series of projects they

could assist me - with, and to find them a place to live, etc. As I had

already vented my spleen in Ankara, over what I considered to be the
downside of this idiotic plan, I simply set the letter aside.

Indeed, when I opened the second letter, I quickly forgot the first,
as its contents were considerably more disturbing. It was a letter from
one of the CARE-Peace Corps staff, a man named Al Edgell. He was
in my experience the best of the lot. He had impressed me (and oth-
ers in our group) as a sympathetic listener, with a great deal of experi-
ence in international relief work round the globe; and, to top it off, he
was an accomplished jazz saxophonist, a trait that particularly
endeared him to me. A friendly giant of a man, he had, since the day
we arrived in Ankara, generally.shown a sensitivity to our affairs that
was noticeably lacking in the rest of the staff. The problem was not Al
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Edgell, it was the letter he had sent out to every member of our group.
It included a detailed twenty-page questionnaire about village life that
we were asked to fill out and return at our earliest convenience.

I immediately understood the purpose behind this document, as Al
had previously indicated to me his desire to get a PhD in Sociology or
Anthropology, and it was apparent that this questionnaire was
designed to provide him the raw research material out of which he
hoped to write a thesis. The questions we were asked to respond to ran
the gamut from ‘a’ to ‘z,’, and literally covered every feature of village
life, including income distribution, political party affiliations, the pres-
ence of outlawed religious orders (tarikats), growth and use of hasis
(hashish) and on and on. Due to the depth of my immersion into
Bereketli life, I could have answered most of what he asked with no
trouble, but it was immediately apparent that this was dynamite.
I remember thinking that I hoped the Governor was not monitoring
my mail, for if he was this letter alone would confirm the suspicions he
had not always concealed as to there being a hidden agenda behind my
activities. For, in truth, the Edgell questionnaire was almost a classic
example of what had been considered intelligence gathering in the late
nineteenth century. If one were unaware of its designer’s real intent,
i.e., the furtherance of his academic career, it would appear to anyone
who saw it as part and parcel of a not-so-thinly disguised intelligence
operation.

I ripped the bulky questionnaire into pieces and put it back into the
envelope with a note expressing my views as to both the inappropri-
ateness of such a form and the possible negative repercussions it could
have for the Peace Corps in general were its contents ever to become
public knowledge. I suggested to Edgell that he would be well advised
to recall it at once. He did not choose to follow my advice.
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Chapter 27

The Turkish press discovers the
Peace Corps

ittle did I realize just how well informed my fears would turn

I out to be. In time, the young students from METU duly

arrived and, if we had suffered culture shock upon our arrival,

their shock was virtually terminal. They had been offered no training

whatsoever, except for a two-day orientation (that had consisted pri-

marily of warnings about what not to eat), and to say that they were

unprepared for what they were to experience would be a gross under-
statement.

In 1965, METU, as were most Turkish universities, was a hot-bed
of leftist activity and most of those young men who answered the chal-
lenge laid down by Pritchard and Kurdas fell into the ranks of univer-
sity Marxists. They were idealistic and, understandably, a bit suspicious
about just what it was we Americans were actually doing in the vil-
lages. They arrived in mid-summer at the height of the harvest season,
to find the villages practically deserted. In Bereketli most of the peas-
ants were even sleeping in their fields and gardens and there were
evenings when the only occupants of the coffee houses were a handful
of old men.

In short, there was nothing for them to do. Nor, much to their sur-
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prise, were there restaurants in Turkish villages, and even the basic task
of finding something to eat was often a problem. It immediately
became apparent to the American and Turkish volunteers alike, that
no planning whatsoever had been undertaken by the Pritchard-Kurdas
duo, both of the individuals in question having been satisfied to define
the forest, while remaining blithely unaware that it was made up of
individual trees, each of which required at least some basic mainte-
nance.

In desperation, a number of my colleagues had the same brilliant
idea. Why not assign their young compatriots to filling out the ques-
tionnaire they had received a few weeks earlier? After all, the new
arrivals did have one clear advantage over us, they were native speak-
ers of Turkish and this would give them something to occupy their
time with. Thus began what ultimately was to be the unraveling of the
Peace Corps program in Turkey. Several of the Turkish students who
were handed the Edgell questionnaire reacted exactly as I had, and a
couple even sent copies to journalists of their acquaintance. It was not
long before a series of articles began to appear in the Turkish press (if
memory serves me correctly the first such appeared in Aksam), citing
the questionnaire as proof of what was already suspected in many cir-
cles: the Peace Corps was a branch of American intelligence. These
stories, fed by other reports from our Turkish counterparts, relating
how none of the Americans were really doing anything to help the vil-
lages or their inhabitants anyway, found a resonance among a growing
body of the Turkish body politic and, for the first time, a significant
amount of negative attention began to be directed at the Peace Corps.

While in the next two years, a number of other incidents, includ-
ing the second director’s traffic accident, that tragically resulted in the
death of a woman (and his subsequently being whisked out of the
country), as well as a series of ill-conceived programs, that at one point
resulted in a couple of hundred new volunteers with no jobs whatso-
ever, all added to the growing press crescendo calling for the closing
of the Peace Corps programs. Ultimately, this clamor was to lead to a
gradual phase-out of the program and by the beginning of the 1970s
the Peace Corps in Turkey was no more.
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Ironically, it was the cracks that first appeared with the Pritchard-
Kurdas fiasco, and the fall-out over the Edgell questionnaire, that ulti-
mately culminated in the program’s demise. As both of these events
were directly related to our group (we were known as TURKEY V, in
keeping with the fact that we were the fifth group of volunteers to
arrive in the country), one could conclude that it was the ill-prepared
‘rural community development’ component of the Peace Corps agen-
da (the favorite program of both Ross Pritchard and the Washington
bureaucracy), that ultimately was the program’s undoing in Turkey.
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Chapter 28

A village wedding becomes
a night to remember

ear the end of that summer there was a large wedding

| \ l planned by one of the leading families in the village. Everyone
was invited, and yet, as the appointed day neared, there was a
noticeable tension in the air. For three consecutive days prior to the
festivities, the Mubtar made the rounds of each of the coffee houses
and repeatedly read a decision taken by the Ihtiyar Heyeti (Council of
Elders), banning all handguns from the scheduled event. Repeated
enquiries on my part did not result in my learning why he was express-
ing such concern. After all, handguns were already banned and yet
everyone owned one and there were few village weddings where at
some point in the festivities handguns were not emptied into the air.
Kémil, despite his reluctance, was clearly reticent to share the real rea-
sons for his concern with me and I never considered the possibility
that it might have something to do with me. The big day arrived and,
as night fell, most of the village was arrayed round the square on chairs
that had been brought from nearby homes and the coffee houses.
Liiks lambalar: (pressurized kerosene lamps) were lined up on several
small tables, that likewise had appeared round the perimeter of the
square, and they cast a rather strange and eerie aura of light. The gypsy
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A wedding in Bereketli

musicians imported for the occasion began playing, but there was lit-
tle dancing going on.

Earlier in the afternoon | had been invited by some of my younger
friends to join them as they fortified themselves for the upcoming cel-
ebration. | was tempted to do so up until the moment that | realized
the alcohol they planned to consume was nothing else than mavi ispir-
to (ethyl alcohol tinted blue), the same material we used to get our
pressurized kerosene lamps to burn. | had already encountered one
young man from a neighboring village who had been blinded as a
result of mavi ispirto, and as | had no desire to experience a similar
fate myself, or to be faced with friends who had, | prevailed upon the
delikanhim (wild bloods) to forego the pleasure of drinking, with the
promise that before the next scheduled wedding party | would make
sure to have something more appropriate available.

I had been seated on the side of the square nearest the Muhtar’s
house and | realized that many of the men | was closest to in the vil-
lage seemed to be standing nearby. At some point | happened to
glance across the square and saw Sofér Niyazi standing on a chair with
agun in his hand. He raised it and emptied the chamber into the sky.



A Village Wedding

Before the echo of the last shot had faded all the men had guns in their
hands and immediately thereafter all the lanterns in the square were
doused and the entire village was plunged into total and absolute dark-
ness. I suddenly felt my arms grabbed on both sides. The Mubtar
appeared before me with a gun in his hand, accompanied by several
other men, each of whom was similarly brandishing a hand gun. He
told me to quietly go with the men beside me and, as we started to
walk quickly in the direction of the mosque, I sensed that we were sur-
rounded by a phalanx of several armed men. All carried shotguns, but
their handguns were clearly visible in the waist bands of their pants.
For some reason, I don’t recall being afraid, or of even considering the
possibility that any of the commotion had anything to do with me. As
we moved quickly through the darkness I do remember thinking that
the long-anticipated showdown between the Mubtar and his nemesis,
Sofér Niyazi, had at last arrived.

It was only when we arrived at my room, and my guardians, rather
than leaving, took up their positions throughout the mosque court-
yard and arrayed themselves both inside and outside my room, that I
began to really wonder what was going on. Throughout the night, the
Mubtar Kamil (always accompanied by other armed men) paid fre-
quent visits and despite my growing insistence still refused to tell me
what was going on. As the hours advanced, gunshots were occasional-
ly heard from far away and on each such occasion my guards assumed
an even more alert stance. Morning finally came, although I don’t
remember having ever gone to sleep. Someone brought breakfast and
shortly before 10 a.m. the Mubtar arrived and with a few words dis-
missed the waiting men. They said their goodbyes and went home to
what must have been some very anxious families.

Again I asked Kimil what was going on and all he would say was
that Niyazi had fled the village during the night and that the danger
was now over. It was some time before I began to piece together the
actual events of that strange evening. It seems that Sofér Niyazi had
not only been openly bragging of his plans to disregard the handgun
ban, but had also announced his intention of using the cover of the
wedding to finally dispense with the Mubtar and his troublesome
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American friend who had had the temerity to have shown him
disrespect. While, like most blowhards, he was largely talk, the Muhtar
wasn’t about to risk having the blood of the village’s American guest
shed on his watch. Hence, the heightened security. What was most
interesting about this event was the fact that ali of the intelligence
about Niyazi’s threats came to the Muhtar from people who were
considered to be the political allies of our now missing sofor.

When Niyazi disappeared so did his otobus (it must have doubled
as his getavvay vehicle) and, while both were to return a month later,
in the interim the inhabitants of Bereketli were totally dependent upon
the equally ancient vehicle that was the pride and joy of Memdah. On
the days it was running we had contact with the outside world, when
it was inoperative (as was often the case) we were confined to the vil-
lage.



Chapter 29

Lessons learned in the Mubtar Odas::
‘We like Ismet Inénii better this way in
Bereketli’

ot only did I sleep and listen to the Voice of America’s late-

| \ ' night Jazz Hour in the Mubtar’s office, I also had my intro-

duction to the rough and tumble of Turkish politics, as played

out at the village level, in that room. Anyone who feels that Turkish vil-

lagers do not keep up with what’s going on in the country’s political

arena should have spent the months leading up to the 1965 General

Elections in Bereketli. Day after day in the coffee houses and night after

night in the Mubtar Odast, also known as my humble abode, the full
saga of the country’s political future was endlessly discussed.

No one had bothered to brief our group of Peace Corps volunteers
on the fact that all of the mubtars we would be working with were
members of the Republican People’s Party, that is, the party of
Atatiirk, that was seen by all proponents of the coup-ousted
Democratic Party of Adnan Menderes as the illegitimate holders of
power. When we arrived in Turkey, I and my fellow volunteers (each
of whom in order to accomplish anything were going to have to estab-
lish a rapport with the mubtar in our villages), were sent blindly out
into the wilds of Anatolia without any idea of the quagmire we were
stepping into.
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In my case, Bereketli was a village that had since the advent of
multi-party elections, fifteen years earlier, cast a minimum of eighty
percent of its votes in favor of the now dissolved Demokrat Partisi. As
if the closing of their political voice was not bad enough, the military
that had ousted Menderes in 1960, had ended up two years later put-
ting the first freely elected leader of the young Turkish Republic on
trial, and then to make matters worse, executed the former Prime
Minister and two of his associates. As for the rest of his party’s politi-
cians, the men who had run the country in the decade of the 1950s,
most of them were in prison, and those who weren’t were banned
from playing any role in the country’s political fhture.

Most people in Bereketli (and throughout Menderes’ home terri-
tory of western Anatolia as well), believed that the former general
ismet inénii, the man | had met almost as soon as | set foot in Turkey,
was the eminence grise behind the military’s unpopular actions, and,
at the very least, given the fact that he was now Prime Minister, their
obvious beneficiary. | arrived in Bereketli unaware of any of this.



Lessons Learned in the Muhtar Odasi

On my first trip into Balikesir I had my photo of Ismet Pasa
framed, and upon my return to the village proudly hung it on my wall
above the fireplace, and, in so doing, also provided it a place of promi-
nence in the Mayor’s Office. While this did not bother the Mubtar,
who was an Inénii partisan, it clearly did not sit all that well with the
majority of his constituents who happened to have business there.
Most, when I proudly showed them my prized photo, were far too
polite to say anything. Not so, with the gangly village clown, known
as Hirsiz (Thief) Ibrahim. I seem to recall that the ‘bsrsiz’ label may
actually have been given him by myself, due to his propensity of pick-
ing up any item I left around (he was particularly fond of my ballpoint
pens and cigarette lighters), but whatever its origin, it caught on
quickly and soon everyone referred to him by that sobriquet. Despite,
or perhaps because of, my labeling him in this manner, we soon
became close friends and Ibrahim was the one man in Bereketli whom
I could always depend on to tell me the truth. He pulled no punches
when I did something stupid, or managed to offend the prevailing
norms of propriety, he always made sure that I knew it.

Thus, it was no real surprise the evening he showed up to get a
document signed by the Mubtar, and having spotted my picture of
Inénii, he walked over to it and turned it face down against the wall.
“Hit,” he said, “you’ve been here long enough by now that you
should know that in Bereketli we like Ismet Paga better this way.”
From that day on the Pasa and I faced the wall! While this was one of
my first lessons in local politics, it was not to be my last.

As the temperature leading up to the electons, that were scheduled
to return Turkey’s fragile democratic order, heated up candidates
began (as they did prior to every election) paying attention to villagers,
who, after all, did comprise no less than sixty percent of the electorate.
This attention even managed to reach Bereketli and, in the weeks lead-
ing up to the election, a number of would-be parliamentarians
dropped in to solicit votes. Wanting to ensure an audience, word was
always sent out the day before they planned to visit, via the returning
village otobiis.

As the village coffee house was 1n the meydan, directly adjacent to
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An Ongoing Affair

where our buses unloaded their passengers, word of the impending
visit spread quickly, and a favorite pastime was provided by Hirsiz
Ibrahim, who, in anticipation of the next day’s arrival, would mount a
chair in the coffee house and regale us with the speech we were going
to hear. Complete with the appropriate gestures he would bellow out
the litany of empty promises that villagers throughout the country
heard prior to each round of voting. After each such soliloquy I could
hardly wait for the next day and, time after time, I heard the actual
candidates repeat, often practically verbatim, what Ibrahim had
regaled us with the previous evening.

The man was a comic genius, but that fact did little to lessen the
sense of futility that I and everyone present felt when we heard the
candidates mouthing the same empty promises day after day. The
litany never varied, “If our party is elected, I guarantee that you will
have a real road, electricity, a telephone, and water system before the
end of the first year we are in power.” Election after election, promise
after promise, and neither the village road program, rural electrifica-
tion, or water programs ever got beyond the level of what Hirsiz
Ibrahim so eloquently put as bog ldflar (hollow words). For he and the
rest of the country’s villagers were well versed in the meaning of the
old Turkish proverb ‘Bog ldf karin doyurmaz’ (Empty words do not
fill the stomach).

Many years later, when I repeated this story to Turgut Ozal (who
was then President after having served two terms as Prime Minister),
I added the fact that in my view one of the key reasons for his own
early political success had been the fact that in his first term as Prime
Minister (1983-1987), he had indeed fulfilled the empty promises that
I had first heard in the Bereketli coffee house. He smiled and said,
“Don’t forget, growing up in small towns like Silitke and Sogiit in the
1930s, I too listened to an earlier generation of politicians making the
same speech.” While the urban centers of Turkey remained blithely
unaware of the fact, Ozal had indeed undertaken a massive develop-
ment program on behalf of the country’s rural inhabitants. When
completed, virtually every village in the country did have a passable
road, electricity, clean drinking water and a state-of-the-art pay tele-
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phone that served as a link with the outside world. I sometimes won-
der what today’s generation of politicians are promising the rural elec-
torate.

Another factor in Ozal’s early success was the bi-weekly television
program he instituted called ‘Icraatin Iginden’ (Inside the
Operations). With pen in hand, and accompanied by flow charts, he
talked to the country about subjects like globalization and the free
market economy. Most of my urban friends laughed at the idea of vil-
lagers listening to such talk, but Turgut Bey knew, just as I did, that
the Turkish villager is a much more sophisticated being than they are
credited with by their urban counterparts. '
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Chapter 30

I cast a vote for Coban Siilii

t last the long-awaited elections, that were set to spell the
A;ountry’s return to a democratically elected government,
pproached. In Bereketli (as throughout much of the country)

the sentiments clearly favored the candidacy of a young engineer
named Siileyman Demirel. Head of the newly formed Adalet Partisi
(Justice Party), the not-so-well-concealed successor to the banned
Democrat Party of the late Adnan Menderes, Demirel was quite will-
ing to acknowledge his own village roots, and equally at home with
the nickname: Coban Siilii (Siileyman the Shepherd). Already he had
learned to play the role of populist, a technique he was to elevate to
unprecedented heights in a career spanning the next four decades, one
that would see him serve seven times as Prime Minister and once as
President (he too, as Menderes before him, was twice to be the sub-
ject of military coup d’etats, although, as of this writing, he has man-
aged to escape the final indignity exacted on his spiritual predecessor).
The evening before the election a large group of us were sitting in
the village coffee house, when the oldest man in the village, fondly
known by one and all as Adnan Day: (Uncle Adnan), spoke up. Due
to the fact that he was virtually blind he spent a lot of time in the cof-
fee house and we had become quite friendly. He seldom opened his
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mouth and when he did, partly out of deference to his age and partly
due to the fact that on those rare occasions when he did say some-
thing, it was usually worth listening to, the room silenced. He began
“You know I can’t see anymore and you also know that I don’t trust
anyone from this village. In fact, there is only one person in Bereketli
whom I do trust and that is our American Hit Bey. Therefore, tomor-
row it is Hit Bey who is going to take me to the school house to cast
my vote and it is he who is going to mark my ballot.” No one said any-
thing, and after a moment he continued, “Hit Bey is the only person
I can be sure will vote for Coban Siilii on my behalf.” No one had the
temerity to explain to the oldest living resident of Bereketli that it was
more than a little irregular for an American to vote in a Turkish elec-
tion and that is how I became the only foreigner to cast a vote in what
turned out to be Demirel’s most impressive political victory. The fifty-
seven percent of the vote he garnered in the 1965 ¢lections far out-
weighed anything he was to achieve vote wise in the next forty years.

Bright and early the next morning, I stopped by the coffee house
and, with Adnan holding my arm in one hand and his ever-present
cane in the other, we set off to walk the 200 meters to the school. We
arrived and picked up Adnan Dayr’s ballot. I dutifully marked it in
keeping with his instructions, folded and placed it in the ballot box
and we returned to the coffee house.

Almost forty years later I related this anecdote to Siileyman
Demirel, who had just completed his term as President. He smiled
slightly, nodded as if thanking me for the vote, but made no further
comment.
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Chapter 31

I join the ranks of the married men

o this day I do not know how much of Jeanne and my decision
Tto get married that summer stemmed from love and how much
was a reflection of the sense of separateness and loneliness we
both had been experiencing throughout the past nine months. I have
a feeling that on my side, there was also an unspoken, indeed uncon-
scious, desire to experience how my status in the village would be
affected by taking, what by Bereketli standards, was the long overdue
step of joining the ranks of the married men. In retrospect I do know,
and my now ex-wife Jeanne concurs, that a decision on marriage is
probably not best made while living in a village society other than
one’s own. The normal problems of adjustment to married life are
greatly enhanced when one encounters them in the setting we found
ourselves in. I, for my part, had just become accustomed to a lifestyle
in which my waking hours were spent in the company of my fellow
men and, in retrospect, I realize that I was blithely unaware of the
need to adjust this behavior pattern in light of my new married status.
After all, my contemporaries, the village men of Bereketli, didn’t seem
to spend all that much time at home ecither.
Given the fact that my new wife was by training and profession a
registered nurse, that is qualified to provide the kind of medical advice
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The ‘doctor’ examines a patient

that | had been gratuitously dispensing during the past twelve months,
the part of my daily routine that had consisted of cleaning and band-
aging a variety of cuts and bruises and telling my ‘patients’ that they
had to see the doctor in Balikesir was lifted from my shoulders. This
meant that | had even more time to spend with the men ofthe village.
As for my former peers, the unmarried delikanli (wild bloods) of the



I Join the Ranks of the Married Men

village, they seemed to sense my changed status and no longer were so
insistent that I join them in their coffee house or on hunting and fish-
ing expeditions.

My transition to the status of married man was greatly facilitated by
our new landlords. As there had been no question of the two of us
occupying my bachelor quarters in the mosque courtyard, the Mubtar
suggested that we move into the unoccupied finished room of a house
belonging to Mehmet Sadik Demirel and his wife Meliha. As the
Demirels were quite willing to share their dwelling, we did so, and
before long had become close friends.

Mehmet Sadik was by trade a tailor who suffered from frequent
crippling migraine headaches. When he worked, that was infrequently
due to the fact that the action and noise of his treadle Singer sewing
machine seemed to aggravate his medical condition, he was one of the
fastest and finest tailors I have ever seen. He could measure a man for
a suit, cut the cloth, and deliver a finished outfit in a matter of two or
three hours. He, unlike most of the men in Bereketli, spent little time
in the coffee houses and, as he was usually at home, became adept at
assisting Jeanne (or Cini as she was called locally) in organizing and
looking after the patients who lined up outside our door waiting for
her ministrations. He ranked them by his own means as to the serious-
ness of their complaints, and, in the process, developed a real interest
in looking after the ill. When the ‘patients’ from neighboring villages
arrived at what he considered inopportune hours he was not above
telling them that the price for a visit was 20 TL (a large sum by village
standards) and sending them on their way. While he himself had nei-
ther the means nor possibility to develop this talent, I was not all that
surprised when on a visit to Bereketli twenty-five years later, I learned
that his daughter (born after our departure) and his son (a toddler
when we were housemates) had both graduated from university and
the daughter had become a doctor and the son a dentist. As I had
already guessed (and he assured me), it was his own interest developed
as Cini’s assistant that led him to make great sacrifice and led to his
children becoming the first Bereketli-born doctor and the first
Bereketli-born dentist in the village’s history.
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If it was Cini’s influence that led to his daughter’s choice of medi-
cine as a career, it may have been his own bad teeth (a trait I shared)
that convinced him to push his son towards dentistry. I still remember
with a grimace the day when seated next to each other on a low stone
wall next to his house, we both lost teeth at the hands of the itinerant
barber who visited the village periodically. I went first, because 1 had
a feeling that if I saw how our barber-dentist operated, I wouldn’t
have the courage to continue. I closed my eyes to avoid looking as the
‘dentist’ extracted an infected molar with a pair of pliers. I grimaced
with the pain, but when it was Mehmet Sadik’s turn he sat stoically as
the traveling dentist extracted not one, but two, of his teeth. He had
the advantage over me in that from the gaps'in his mouth it was clear
that he had on several previous occasions made the acquaintance of
our dis¢i (dentist).
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Chapter 32

We build a house: the changing
face of Bereketli

a branch of the Ministry of Education, with whom I was nom-

inally working during my time in Bereketli, had assigned two
bright young teachers, Kemal Beyaz and Yusuf] to the village. Their
job was to provide a one-year course in ‘carpentry’ and ‘masonry’
respectively to young boys who had finished their formal education
(five years of primary school). During my first year I spent part of most
days in their company and, while I had little to add to their efforts
(being a middling carpenter at best and with no knowledge whatsoev-
er of masonry), we became close friends and planned a number of
projects together.

Thc Halk Egitim Miidiirliigii (Adult Education Directorate),

Relying upon my on—off relationship with the Governor, we drew
up plans for a simple village house, one that would be both economi-
cal and far more practical than the traditional Bereketli residences that
were two-story stone structures and that never seemed to be quite fin-
ished. When first built, only one upstairs room would be completed as
the family’s living quarters, with the remainder of the unfinished
upstairs rooms set aside for storage, and the bottom floor used as a sta-
ble. In theory, when one’s first son was married, a second upstairs
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room would be finished fbr the new couple. In practice, however, the
custom was no longer observed and with the marriage of each son a
new house, a carbon copy of the old, was built.

The downside to this style of architecture was obvious: while the
animals that lived downstairs did generate some usefiil heat during the
winter months, they were also the source of the countless fleas who
loved nothing better than to relocate from their four-legged hosts
downstairs to the two-legged ones who lived directly above them. In
addition, the typical Bereketli house had no toilet or bathing facilities
whatsoever (a hole in the ground at some distance from the house,
that was surrounded by a low-lying wooden fence serving the pur-
pose), and likewise did not possess much in the way of a practical fire-
place, that is, one that could serve the dual function of family cooking
stove and stili provide a modicum of heat during the winter. Finally,
by building a house that you only occupied a small portion of meant



We Build a House

that you were engaging in a lot of wasted expense. To address this
need, Kemal, Yusuf, and I drew up plans for a small, compact, four-
room dwelling that could be heated by running stove pipes from both
the fireplace and a soba through each of the four rooms. As an added
bonus, one of the rooms was an indoor bathroom. Against one out-
side wall of the house we placed a stable for cattle and sheep, but in
such a manner that its inhabitants would not be sharing their fleas with
the family.

We made sure that everything to be used in the construction was
available in the village and, by our calculations, the adoption of our
plan would not only go a long way toward raising the quality and stan-
dard of life in the village, it would also save a considerable sum in con-
struction costs. We were fully aware that explaining our plan was not
going to convince anyone to try it. No, we needed a model house. We
had the labor, as we intended for the actual construction to be carried
out by our group of newly trained young carpenters and masons as a
kind of graduation exercise, but we still needed a minimal sum of
money to turn our dream into reality.

Once again, it was my on-off relationship with the provincial
Governor, that we were banking on. Armed with a truly professional
set of scaled drawings, that would have made any architect proud
(Kemal and Yusuf were very good at their jobs), I was dispatched to
Balikesir to see if I could prevail upon the good graces of officialdom
and extract a sum of about $250 to turn our dream into reality.

During my year in the village, I had actually come to admire (if not
like) the Governor, who had quite clearly done all in his power to facil-
itate the Mubtar and my plans. On his part, I had begun to feel that
he had finally decided that I might not actually be a spy (I never could
figure out what it was that anyone could possibly be interested about
spying on in Bereketli) and might even (despite my kasket and mest
lastik) be capable of making some contribution to the ‘civilizing” of
my fellow villagers.

Nor in this, what was to be our last encounter, did he disappoint.
He promised to find, if not money, a good part of what we needed,
namely cement and bricks. He was true to his word and shortly there-
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after Kemal, Yusuf, the students and I began work on what was to be
the first new type of dwelling that Bereketli had seen in several hun-
dred years.

Work progressed quickly and as the walls went up, more and more
volunteer labor began to show up; in a matter of weeks the ‘model
house’ was completed and ready for it first occupant. As I had declined
the honor, it was decided that it would serve as the residence of the
village school teacher, a logical step as it was located directly opposite
the entrance to the school. Within a year, three more houses based on
its design had sprung up in the village, although each had been mod-
ified in accordance with its owners needs.
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Chapter 33

The camel gets a leg

¢ had only been in our new lodging for a short time, when
s ; s ; I was woken early one morning by a piercing scream out-
side the window. I rushed out, just in time to see a camel
shaking an old woman around like a rag doll. He had one of her legs
in his mouth and seemed intent on tearing it from her body. I picked
up a nearby stick and began to beat his head, just as his owner (one
of my wood deliverymen) appeared. He grabbed the stick from my,
hand and began poking the camel in rather tender parts of his anato-
my, an action that had the effect of causing him to lose his grip on
the old woman who toppled to the ground. By this time nurse Cini
had arrived on the scene and within minutes had gotten a tourniquet
around the woman’s thigh, an action that undoubtedly saved her
life.

Attracted by her screams, other neighbors began to arrive and it
was quickly determined that no one knew who the victim was. We
later learned that she was from a neighboring village and had set out
before dawn to take the 6 a.m. bus to Balikesir for a visit to the doc-
tor. We quickly carried her to the bus that was about to depart and,
with Cini frequently loosening the tourniquet, managed to get her to
the hospital in the provincial capital within an hour of the attack. Once

-159-



An Ongoing Affair

again, it was my friend Dr Ozcan Bey who happened to be on duty
and he managed to save both the patient and her leg.

If my earlier failed efforts to save the life of the young mother, who
had ingested the lethal dose of the oil of thyme, had contributed to
my undeserved reputation as a healer, Cini’s far more successful min-
istrations resulted in an even heavier flow of visitors to our door.
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Chapter 34

Kan davass: cleaning up the nest of
bastards (pi¢ yuvasi)

don’t really recall the exact point in time that I was made privy to
Ithe dark secret that festered like a canker under the smooth exte-

rior of life in Bereketli. Our village was the scene of an on-going,
and, particularly violent kan davas: (blood feud), that periodically,
throughout the past two decades, had erupted into violence. To date,
in the years since it began, it had resulted in the violent deaths of no
less than seven men, and the two extended families who were its chief
protagonists each had several relatives serving time in the provincial
prison in Balikesir.

I do remember being taken by the Mubtar Kimil to visit Balikesir
prison and meeting two different groups of Bereketlians who were
housed there. It seems that they had learned of my presence in the vil-
lage from relatives who had visited and expressed a desire to see for
themselves who this American was. It may have been on that occasion
that I heard the first details of the violence that smoldered just beneath
the surface of our seemingly tranquil village life. I recall that, over
time, I became aware not only of some of the vendetta’s history, but
also of the fact that the Mubtar was constantly aware that it could re-
emerge at any moment. It was in anticipation of this possibility that he

-161-



An Ongoing Affair

had been so insistent about no handguns being allowed at village wed-
dings. I, subsequently, was to learn that part of the armed confronta~
tion that had erupted at the village wedding had been a reaction to the
possibility that the blood feud might erupt again, as the bride was
related to one of the two warring families.

Gradually, I began to be able to tell some of the players in the con-
flict apart, largely due to the fact that they were always careful to avoid
one another’s company. Thus, if I happened to be sitting with a par-
tisan of one side of the dispute and a member of the rival family, who
just happened to be a close friend of mine, came into the coffee house,
he would, despite my urgings, refuse to join our table and pointedly
take a seat at the opposite end of the room. In retrospect, I think it
was after one such occasion, when Ayhan Hangiil (the man who had
rejected my invitation to join us), recognizing that I had been hurt by
his uncharacteristic action, provided me with some background on the
kan davast as a way of explaining his behavior. Part of the problem was
that in small villages such as ours, practically everyone was related in
one way or another to one of the two warring parties.

I likewise do not recall when I became aware of the fact that one
of the village elders, a man in his early seventies, who was called
Hiiseyin Amca (Uncle Hiiseyin), was one of the principals in the dis-
pute. His brother, some twenty years earlier, had been its first victim
in a quarrel over ownership of a small plot of garden. I spent a good
deal of time in the company of Uncle Hiiseyin, as he was one of the
men who frequented the village coffee house, and also he had taken it
upon himself to assist me in learning proper Turkish (as he put it),
rather than the profanity-ridden slang that served as the lingua franca
in Bereketli.

Despite what I do not remember, there was one day when the
blood feud forced its way into my life, a day that I will never be able
to forget. It was a beautiful clear late Fall day and I was sitting with
Hiiseyin Amca sipping a cup of tea and smoking the proverbial hand-
rolled cigarette. I remember watching as an elderly woman, accompanied
by a younger woman and two small children, headed down the path
across from the coffee house in the direction of the village vegetable gar-
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dens. They were just far enough away that I couldn’t really make out
their faces. A few moments later, Hiiseyin Amca got up from the
table, nodded a farewell, and left the coffee house in the direction ear-
lier taken by the women and children.

Less than an hour had passed when the door to the coffee house
opened and Hiiseyin Amca, covered with blood, came through the
door and sat down across from me in the same chair he had earlier
vacated. Thinking he was hurt, I jumped up and asked if he needed
help. He shook his head and turned to Sakir Durdu the kabveci and
told him that he had Dbetter send word to the gendarmes in
Konakpinar. From the stunned look on Sakir’s face I realized that
something bad must have happened.

I turned back to Hiiseyin and asked again if there was anything 1
could do. He shook his head in the negative and said “Niyabet bu is
bitti. O pi¢c yuvasim temizledim. Koyunlar gibi hepsini bogazladim.”
(Finally, this business is over. I cleaned up that nest of bastards. I slit
all their throats like sheep.) I couldn’t believe my ears, but as the cof-
fee house began to fill, it became all too clear. Gentle Hiiseyin Amica
had left my side, followed the two women and two small children
down to the village gardens, and cold-bloodedly slit their throats. As
we waited for what seemed like an eternity for the gendarmes to arrive,
he calmly described the reasoning behind his barbaric action.

He was an old man and his only surviving son was about to be
released from prison (in the wake of the recent election a general
amnesty of prisoners was anticipated) and return to the village where
ten years earlier he had murdered two members of the rival family. All
that was left of his enemy’s immediate family were the mother, her
daughter-in-law (both women had been widowed in earlier blood let-
tings) and the two small sons of one of the men Hiiseyin Amca’s son
was currently incarcerated for having killed.

As he related his story to the circle of stunned listeners, Hiiseyin
calmly sipped a glass of tea that Sakir had placed before him. He then
continued to explain that he had nothing to fear himself, he was an old
man and Turkish law prohibited the execution of anyone over sixty-
five years of age. (A law that had recently spared the life of Celal Bayar,
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one of the co-founders of the Demokrat Partisi who had been
President of the Republic when the 1960 coup occurred. It was his
advanced age that kept him from swinging at the end of a rope next
to Menderes.) Likewise the feud had taken what little resources the
family may have once had and he had nothing to leave his son. “He
had,” he said, “thought long and hard about what he could do to
ensure that his son did not have to live the rest of his life in the same
fear and anticipation that he [Hiiseyin], had lived his in.” “I hadn’t
planned it,” he said, “but when Hit and I were sitting here and I
looked up and saw them all together, it came to me. Were I to get rid
of all of them, I could guarantee that my son might be able to live in
peace.”

He knew that as long as the two boys of the man killed by his own
son were alive, their mother and grandmother would be biding their
time for the day that they grew old enough to be sent out to avenge
their father’s blood. Custom dictated that only sons had the unchal-
lengeable duty to seek revenge against their father’s killer and he was
gambling that no less-closely related member of his enemy’s clan
would feel the need to go after his son for the events of that bloody
November day in Bereketli. ,

In time, the gendarmes from Konakpinar arrived; we said our
goodbyes and Hiiseyin Amca was led away in chains. I never saw him
again.

That night, as I related the tumultuous day’s events to Jeannie, I
remember that she listened to me with a growing look of horror on
her face. When I finished, I asked her what the matter was, thinking
that she had been really upset by what had happened. She looked at
me and said “How could you relate this horrible story without any
sign of emotion whatsoever?” I think it was at that point that I first
became aware of the fact that perhaps I had been in Bereketli a bit too
long. Life, death, and violence had become just another part of the day
for me. Perhaps it was time to think about moving on.
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Yusuf Amca’s fire insurance policy

feud) saga that was to play itself out before I was to leave the
village. A few weeks after the butchery perpetrated by Hiiseyin
Amca, I was awakened by loud voices outside my window. When I got

Thcrc was still one final act in the Bereketli kan davas: (blood

up to see what was going on, I saw flames shooting out from a neigh-
boring house. I quickly went outside to join a group of neighbors and
we watched helplessly as the home of a partially paralyzed widower
named Abdi Dayz, literally went up in flames.

Fortunately, he had gotten out of the house after the fire began and
was now sitting on the ground quietly sobbing as he literally watched
everything he owned in the world be consumed by fire. When I
approached to offer my condolences I noticed the heavy stench of
kerosene in the air and, after expressing my regrets with the formulaic
ge¢mis olsun (a catch-all phrase meaning ‘May you recover soon, I’m
sorry about your bad luck’), I moved over to a group of men who were
standing nearby. I commented on the smell of kerosene in the air, and
they knowingly nodded in agreement. Soon all that was left of Abdi
Dayr’s house were the four stone walls. Gradually the onlookers began
to disperse and I returned home to get a couple of hours sleep before
my alarm clock (the miiezzin’s call to morning prayers) went off.
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When, a few hours later, I entered the village coffee house, there
were a number of grave faces awaiting me and the conversation imme-
diately turned to the previous night’s tragedy. In the initial excitement
the fact that Abdi Day:’s house was located directly behind that of the
now-imprisoned Hiiseyin Day: had escaped my notice, but the tone of
the conversation made it clear that no one else had overlooked this
coincidence. Someone who lived nearby mentioned hearing the sound
of a jeep shortly before the fire began (an extremely rare occurrence at
night in Bereketli) and another reported finding four empty bottles
reeking of kerosene outside the charred remains of Abdi Day:’s house.

As we continued our discussion it became clear that someone had
hired a stranger (or strangers) to torch Hiiseyin’s house, and that on
a moonless night, the arsonist had mistakenly set fire to the wrong res-
idence. Once a consensus as to the likely cause of the arson had been
agreed upon, talk turned to what a shame it was that one of the most
harmless and truly gentle men in the village had been the victim of this
cruel accident. After all the assembled had expressed their regrets that
the innocent Abdi had been drawn into the kan davas:, there was a
moment of silence and then Hirsiz Ibrahim turned to me and said
“Hit, does this kind of thing happen in America?” By this time, my
Turkish had improved to the point that I could fluently (if not always
grammatically) respond to any and all queries and I explained that yes
similar things could and did occur in my country as well.

The next question was “What happens in America when this kind
of thing occurs?” I replied that most people had something called
yangin sigortast (fire insurance) and that this provided them with the
means to rebuild. After a lengthy description of the meaning and
workings of insurance, all in attendance agreed that this was a useful
concept and bemoaned the fact that there was nothing similar avail-
able in Bereketli.

As I listened to this discussion a thought came to me and I said “Of
course, in rural America many people don’t have fire insurance and in
those communities they have another kind of insurance.” Someone
asked “What’s that?” I continued, “The people who live in small vil-
lages like Bereketli serve as one another’s insurance policies. If some-
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thing like this happens to a neighbor, they come together and rebuild
the house, knowing, that if it was their home that was destroyed, their
neighbors would have done the same for them.” I waited for a
moment to let this sink in and then continued “Ali, you’ve got that
kirec [lime used in mortar] in the shed next to your house, that you
have no use for and, Ahmet you have that pile of kereste [lumber] in
your yard left over from the house you built for your son last year.” 1
next turned to Mustafa, and continued, “Didn’t you tell me the other
day that you had no use for those tiles from the roof of your father’s
old house that are stacked up in your yard?”

After close to two hours of discussion about whether or not this
process could conceivably work in Bereketli, Hirszz Ibrahim (who was
very poor, but a master carpenter) spoke up and said, “I don’t have
anything to give but my time, but if you are all willing to accept Hit’s
idea, I will work until the house is as good as new.” Within moments,
the kahveci Sakir was ordered to fetch some paper and a pen and a list
of volunteers, together with what they could contribute, was quickly
assembled.

Someone pointed out that the rebuilt house wouldn’t be much use
if there was nothing in it, and a second list was begun for items such
as a mattress, a quilt, clothes (my landlord, the tailor Mehmet Sadik,
pledged to make a new suit out of a piece of wool he had been saving
—a useful gesture as Abdi Day: had escaped with virtually nothing but
the night shirt on his back), cooking pots, a plate, a spoon, etc.

There was a sense of communal excitement in the air that was like
nothing I had previously experienced in Bereketli. A short time later
we adjourned and everyone returned home to collect what they had
pledged as their contribution to Abdi Day:’s “fire insurance.” Before
leaving, we agreed to meet bright and early the next morning. I had
suggested we do so immediately — afraid that the enthusiasm might
dissipate during the night — but someone pointed out that the embers
were still hot and we agreed to begin work at 6 a.m. the following day.

I went off with Ahmet (the owner of the unused lumber), to help
carry the kereste he had agreed to donate to the construction site.
While we were doing so, several other men joined us. The owner of
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one of the two tractors in the village took a couple of the older boys
with him and set off with his rémork (open trailer) to bring a load of
sand from the river for the mortar we would need. By nightfall, the
area around Abdi’s house had indeed begun to look like a construc-
tion site and [ went to bed assured that we really were going to be able
to make a bit of a difference.

The Mubtar had gone with Abdi Day: to the Nabiye center in
Konakpinar early that morning, to report the arson and fill out the
endless forms that accompanied such incidents, and when he returned
he was delighted (and somewhat surprised) to see what had been
accomplished in his absence. He quickly embraced the project and
thereafter loved to tell the story of how Hit Bey had managed to do
something that had never occurred in the one hundred and fifty year
history of the village, namely, inspire people to voluntarily participate
in a community project, rather than in response to the labor corvée
known as imece (in 1965 the head of each village household owed
three days a year of labor on community projects determined by the
Mubhtar).

It was less my inspiring speech than it was the fact that when some-
one so vulnerable and obviously the victim of extremely bad luck (first
his stroke that led to the paralysis, then the untimely death of his wife,
and now the fire) is in danger, it is easy to assist. The Mubtar was right
on one point however, Bereketlians came together as never before to
right what was so obviously a wrong.

We were lucky, the weather, while cold, stayed nice, and within
two weeks we had virtually rebuilt Abdi Dayr’s house. Midway
through the third week he was back in his own home, dressed in the
new suit that had been Mchmet Sadik’s contribution to the commu-
nal effort.
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Chapter 36

Karabas eats too much bread

t some point midway through my stay in Bereketli I had
AZcfricndcd and then unconsciously adopted a stray Sivas kan-

al (sheep dog from Sivas in Central Anatolia). I say adopted,
but in fact he already had an owner. The problem was, that as his
owner no longer had a flock of sheep, he had no use for the dog
(whom I named Karabas) and therefore saw little to be gained by
feeding him. Karabas was a prime specimen of this breed of fierce
sheep dogs and he wore the typical spiked collar to keep his throat
protected against his natural enemy, the wolf. He also had the scars to
prove that he knew what his role in life was all about.

I had encountered my first Kangal on my very first excursion out
of the village, the day we had been searching for a lost sheep and
ended up in the Alevi village of Kuskaya. My first impression was not
that positive as I had wandered off from the group and stumbled into
a shepherd and his flock from a neighboring village. His Kangal took
a justifiable objection to my presence and looked as if he was about to
eat me for a late lunch. As I debated whether it was better to try and
run or just stand still and be caten, one of my companions ran up.
Seeing what was going on, he simply leaned down as if to pick up a
rock, and the Kangal, that a moment ecarlier had been considering
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which part of me he wanted to devour first, put his tail between his
legs and went running off. My friend explained that this was the prop-
er routine for dealing with this type of dog and assured me that it
always worked. I later realized that it was the fact that people (village
children in particular) who were always throwing stones at them, that
had taught the Kangals to flee at the sight of a human being bending
down. Turkish villagers really do not like dogs, although in recogni-
tion of their role in protecting an important part of their livelihood,
their flocks, they do tolerate the Kangal.

Karabas, meaning ‘Black Head,” was a giant specimen of a breed
known for its size. He weighed close to a hundred pounds and stood
as tall as my waist. In addition, he possessed an enormous head and it
was truly black. I would not say that we ever really became friends, but
I fed him, and he, in acknowledgement of my role as sustenance
provider, tolerated me. He didn’t particularly like to be petted, but he
was a ferocious watch dog, a fact that made him acceptable to my sec-
ond landlord, Mehmet Sadik. He had not been so popular when I was
living in the mosque courtyard, as he seemed to be a true secularist,
and on occasion, had taken exception to the worshippers arriving for
prayers in what he considered to be his front yard.

When I moved to Mehmet Sadik’s house, he grew even larger, as a
good portion of Cini’s attempts at baking over a single gas burner with
a little tin oven perched over its flame, seemed to end up in his stom-
ach. The villagers soon realized that American women did not know
how to bake bread and thereafter we were the recipients every week of
much more bread than we could possibly have eaten in a month.
Karabag, however, had an insatiable appetite and not wishing to show
disrespect to the staff of life by throwing out such gifts, a good por-
tion of the largesse we were the beneficiaries of ended up in his stom-
ach.

Life for Karabas seemed good, untl the day there was a pounding at
my door and when I opened it I found a very distraught friend with a
shotgun in his hand. “Hit Bey,” he said, “come quickly, Karabas has
gone mad and, as he is your dog, no one else will shoot him.” I quickly
grabbed my coat and we went running out onto the road. I had no
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trouble following the trail left by Karabas, as he had left a tornado-
like path of destruction in his wake. There were ducks and chickens on
rooftops and in trees, there was a donkey crippled by a vicious bite to
his withers, and, as we approached the coffee house there was a dead
lamb that had practically been decapitated. Near the school house we
came upon a group of villagers who had cornered a panting, sweat-
lathered, Karabas between a wall and the corner of a house. Held at
bay by rakes and shovels he, with his massive teeth barred, was simply
waiting, as if for my arrival.

There were several guns present and I asked a close friend to do the
necessary deed, as I simply didn’t have the heart to do it myself. He
acquiesced to my suggestion and, as I turned my head, I heard two
shots. A shovel was procured and with help from several others we dug
a hole in a corner of the schoolyard and buried Karabas. 1 spent the
rest of the afternoon trying to determine (and pay for) the damage he
had done.

As evening approached I entered the village coffee house to find
that the saga of mad Karabas was the major topic of discussion. I
quickly learned that a consensus had been reached prior to my arrival
as to the cause for his bizarre behavior and that one and all were in
agreement: I was the cause of his lunatic rampage through the streets
of Bereketli. The problem, I was informed, was that I had given him
too much food, and, in particular, too much bread. You simply can’t
feed a Kangal on a regular basis, I was told, as this is something they
are not used to. Failure to observe this simple rule, I was informed,
results in what we had experienced that day.

Now that the Kangal has become a recognized and, indeed, high-
ly prized, breed in Europe and in the US in particular, I wonder if
those individuals who pay up to $3000 for a purebred specimen are
informed that if they overfeed their new pet he is liable to cut a swath
of death across their neighborhood.
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Chapter 37

Sofor Niyazi’s revenge: the Peace Corps
visits Bereketli in my absence

at were to be my last few months in Bereketli were marred

s ; s ; by the fact that my wife Jeanne fell victim to a particular

nasty case of hepatitis. This necessitated her hospitalization

in Izmir and meant that I spent close to two months shuttling back

and forth between the village and the American Military Hospital in
that city.

During one of my absences from Bereketli, absences that not only
were known to, but approved by the Peace Corps Headquarters in
Ankara, a Peace Corps-CARE staffer named Walter Salmon decided to
pay an unscheduled visit to the village. He happened to do so on a day
when the Mubtar was in Balikesir, that also coincidentally was a day
that Sofor Niyazi’s bus was inoperative.

In the months since his disruption of the wedding and subsequent
flight from the village, Niyazi had managed to work out a fragile
modus vivendi or truce with the Muhtar and, reportedly having prom-
ised to give up his gun-totting habits, had been allowed to return to
the village, where he had resumed his role as owner-operator of one of
our two links to the outside world.

When Salmon’s jeep pulled up in front of the village coffee house,
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he was greeted by Sofor Niyazi, who was engaged in patching up his
otobiis, in hopes of not missing the next day’s run to the capital too.
Niyazi, whose dislike for me was overshadowed only by his hatred of
the Mubtar, never missed an opportunity to step into the role of his
political nemesis and that day was no exception. He jumped at the
chance to play host and ushered Salmon and a companion into the
coffee house, where for the next two hours, in answer to their queries
about my activities, he regaled them with tales of how my presence in
the village had been a disruptive one and told them that the sooner I
was removed the happier the residents of Bereketli would be.

This particular staffer and I had a bit of history between us, as he
had been one of the ‘experts’ who had participated in our initial train-
ing program prior to our departure for Turkey. His expertise ostensi-
bly stemmed from the fact that as a member of the very first Peace
Corps group to serve in Turkey, he had ‘visited a number of villages,’
and was therefore brought back to the US to share his insights with
our group of trainees.

During the two weeks he spent with us he was continuously bar-
raged with questions about why we had not been provided with so
much as a single book about Turkish village life. In answer to all such
queries, he replied that there simply was no such literature available.
He happened to be sharing a room with me and several other trainees,
and, the day before his scheduled departure, I took advantage of a
break in the program and went back to the room to pick up some-
thing. I was surprised to see arrayed on his bed, an open suitcase (that
he was in the process of packing), together with a handful of books
dealing with life in Turkish villages, the very works that he had been
telling us for two weeks didn’t exist. I jotted down their titles and,
when later in the day we sat down with Salmon for what was to be our
last session, enquired yet once again about why we had not been pro-
vided any reading materials. When he repeated the by-then familiar
litany about the absence of such works, I said “That’s strange, then
how do you account for the fact that earlier today the following books
were lying on your bed next to your open suitcase?” I then proceeded
to read off the list of titles I had written down to the assembled body.
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This led to a near mutiny among my fellow trainees, all of whom
shared with me an almost pathological need to absorb anything and
everything with any possible relevance to the undertaking we were
about to begin. We suspected that Salmon (who in reality knew virtu-
ally nothing about Turkish village life), had been reading these works
to garner information before each of the sessions he held with us. His
unwillingness to share them stemmed from the fact that had he done
so, it would have become apparent to all of us that he was simply
regurgitating what he had been reading.

Salmon hemmed and hawed in response to the increasingly heated
questions regarding his lack of candor, and finally his boss, a man
named Chuck Lasky, the CARE official who was actually to adminis-
ter our program, was forced to step in and admit that there had been
some trouble getting copies for us of the books in question and there-
fore they had decided that Walter should simply share their contents
with us. This didn’t sit well with the group, most of whom were recent
university graduates and quite capable of reading for themselves, and
both Lasky and Salmon’s credibility dropped a notch as a result of my
exposure of their ineptitude.

As time would prove, both of these men were not only inept but
petty, and I was soon_to learn that they would not forget the loss of
face they had suffered due to my inquisitiveness. Two weeks later, as
the training portion of our program was winding up, I was called into
the office of a woman named Barbara Dirks (an official of the Putney,
Vermont based ‘Experiment in International Living,” the group the
Peace Corps had contracted our training out to), who had the overall
responsibility for our three-month program in Turkish Language and
Area Studies. She was a woman with a great deal of experience in run-
ning international programs and we had developed a good relation-
ship. She confided in me the fact that both Salmon and Lasky had
insistently demanded that I be dropped from the program and not be
sent to Turkey. However, she continued, as, in her view and that of
the remainder of the staff, I was one of the more promising of the
trainees, she had vetoed their objections (something she had never
done before), and due to her intervention on my behalf I was to be
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included in the group destined for Turkey. She warned me however of
the need to be extremely careful in my dealing with these two men and
to give neither of them anything that could be used against me in the
future.

This was the same Walter Salmon, who, in my absence, just hap-
pened to stop by Bereketli on, what in Peace Corps jargon was known
as, a ‘site visit,” the purpose of which was to visit the volunteers and
see if they had any needs he could help address (in this instance there
was no volunteer in the village, a fact that Salmon was well aware of).
As Niyazi spun out his tales of my unpopularity and misdoings,
Salmon (as we were later to learn from others who were in the coffee
house during their exchange) wrote furiously and frequently asked the
type of pointed questions that made it clear that he was interested in
any dirt that his interlocutor could provide, thereby increasing Sofér
Niyazi’s confidence, so that with each additional tall tale the tone of
his comments became ever more critical. Two kindred spirits had met
and they had a common dislike: the absent me.

When the Mubtar returned from the capital Salmon and his com-
panion were long gone, but those who had overheard his exchanges
with Sofér Niyazi lost no time in filling him in with the details of what
had transpired in his absence. Unbeknownst to me, that evening a sec-
ond extraordinary meeting of the heads of Bereketli’s one hundred
and twenty-cight houscholds was convened. Once again, I was the
subject, but now the issue was not how I was to be fed (as it had been
on the night of my arrival seventeen months earlier), but rather what
could be done to undo the damage caused by Niyazi’s petty revenge.
It was decided that the best course of action would be for the Mubtar
to write a letter to the Peace Corps Director in Ankara, in an effort to
set the record straight as to what I had been doing in the previous sev-
enteen months, and, most importantly, to convey how the villagers
actually felt about me. I was later to learn that this meeting lasted close
to three hours, and, after the Mubtar had drafted the proposed letter,
once again (as they had on my first night in the village) one hundred
and twenty-eight men lined up to sign the missive. This letter, a copy
and translation of which are appended to this book, has followed me
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round the world in the past four decades and, when I dug it out of my
papers a few months ago and reread it, I was immediately transported
back in time to the days when I was part of the village of Bereketli. It
was, in fact, the rereading of that letter and the memories it evoked,
that finally prompted me to sit down and begin writing the present
account.

When, a few days after this incident, I returned from Izmir to
Bereketli, I was greeted by the Mubtar, who enquired as to whether I
had heard anything from Ankara. I sensed that there was something he
wanted to tell me and without much urging he related the above
events. The letter had already been dispatched, but he shared with me
the tone of its contents in the form of two early drafts that he had saved
and I began to get a sense of just how much the visit of Walter Salmon
and its aftermath had upset the equilibrium of village life. I don’t recall
being particularly upset in a personal sense, as I had long been accus-
tomed to the ineptitude of the Ankara Peace Corps-CARE staff, but I
was livid about the fact that Salmon’s visit had clearly caused unneces-
sary concern to my friends and hosts. I assured the Mubtar that there
was nothing to worry about and, for my own part, resolved to get to
the bottom of this matter at the earliest opportunity.

The chance to do so came quicker than I had anticipated as, a few
days later, I received a telegram from Ankara informing me that
together with the other members of my group I was being summoned
to a meeting the following week. Armed with the drafts of the village
letter 1 set off for the capital. On the long train ride between Balikesir
and Ankara I had plenty of time to think and had decided that rather
than discuss the matter with Lasky (who was most likely behind the
visit in the first place), I would go straight to the overall director of the
Peace Corps in Turkey. Accordingly, upon my arrival in Ankara, I
marched into the office of the new Director, Dr David Berlew, a for-
mer MIT Professor of Psychology, who was as distinguished as his
predecessor Prichard had been undistinguished.

Berlew had let it be known that he intended to have an open-door
policy when it came to volunteers wishing to speak to him. True to his
word, he told the secretary to send me in. After I explained the pur-
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pose of my visit, he quickly asked his secretary to clear his calendar,
and I spent the next two hours briefing him on both my own concerns
and the problems in our group that had resulted from Peace Corps
having contracted out the running of our program to CARE
International. I held back nothing of the frustration that had been
building virtually since the training program and, at Berlew’s insis-
tence, translated and read him the draft of the letter that I had been
given by the Mubtar in Bereketli.

At one point, Berlew picked up the telephone and called Chuck
Lasky (whose office was downstairs) and, without giving him a reason,
requested that he immediately send up the actual letter addressed to
the Peace Corps Director (who was after all Berlew not Lasky), that
had been sent by the Muhtar of Bereketli regarding the activities of a
volunteer named Heath Lowry. From the one side of the conversation
I was privy to it quickly became apparent that Lasky was claiming that
there was no such letter, but when pressed admitted that maybe some-
thing of that nature had arrived, but that there hadn’t been time for it
to be translated. Berlew told him in no uncertain terms that he want-
ed the letter immediately and hung up. A couple of minutes later,
Lasky himself appeared and, unable to disguise his shock at seeing me,
handed over the requested document.

Berlew asked him to sit down and handed me the letter, saying that
as Lasky had not had time to have it translated, maybe 1 would be kind
enough to do so for them. I did what he requested and then listened
as Berlew queried Lasky as to whether its contents jibbed with the
report he had received from his staffer following the unscheduled visit
to Bereketli. Lasky, to his credit, did not try to hide the fact that what
he had just heard bore no relationship to the report submitted by
Salmon, and Berlew asked him to bring a copy of the ‘site visit’ report.

A few minutes later Lasky re-entered the room and handed Berlew
a copy of the Salmon site visit report. After quickly perusing it, he
turned to Lasky and said, “Where are the signatures?” Lasky seemed
stunned and said “What do you mean?” Berlew replied that the letter
I had translated for them, while written by the Mubtar, had been
signed by one hundred and twenty-eight men of the village, a fact that
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clearly was news to Lasky. He then pointed out that the Salmon report
not only lacked the authentication of the villagers he claimed sought
my removal, it did not even name them. He then looked at Lasky and
said “I don’t think we really want this report in Heath’s file, do we?”
When Lasky nodded his agreement, he tore the paper in half and
dropped it in his wastepaper basket. Lasky, sensing that the meeting
was over, got up to leave and I followed suit.

Before leaving, I turned to Berlew and asked him if he had any
objection to my keeping the original of the Mubtar’s letter and the
signatures appended to it, as it clearly was of more importance to me
than it was to the CARE-Peace Corps office staff, who after all hadn’t
even bothered to read it. He smiled, removed the letter from the file,
and handed it to me. Thus ended the most satisfying encounter I ever
had with a representative of the Peace Corps Staff in Turkey.

My meeting with Berlew was to have another benefit, as when a
few months later I found myself back in Washington, D.C., in need of
a job it was a call from him to his brother Kingston (the number three
man in Peace Corps Washington), that resulted in me being hired to
recruit for the Peace Corps.
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Chapter 38

Leaving Bereketli:

‘Hit, don’t forget, you are now one of us.
There are things you have seen and heard
here in Bereketli that no one else
need know about’

determined that, weakened as she was by her prolonged bout
with hepatitis, Jeanne could not return to village life, and she
was flown back to Washington, D.C., for additional treatment. The
initial word I received was that I was to continue working in Bereketli
until the end of my scheduled term, that was set for early June. When
I protested at what seemed like yet another arbitrary and insensitive
staff decision, I was told that I was welcome to leave, but doing so
would mean that I paid my return airfare out of my own pocket. This
was out of the question, for while I had survived nicely on my 327 TL
($36.50) monthly salary, I had not put aside anything resembling the
sum needed for a plane ticket. Indeed, in the previous two months, my
frequent running back and forth between Bereketli and Izmir had vir-
tually bankrupted me.
Therefore, after putting Jeanne on the plane, I returned to
Bereketli for what, unbeknownst to me, was to be my last month in

3 t the beginning of February 1966 the Peace Corps doctors

-181-



The village gathers for the Children’s Holiday (23 April)

the village (when Jeanne arrived in Washington, for additional medical
treatment, her doctors quickly determined that it would be in her best
interest were | to return as well - but as yet | was unaware of this new
development). Now, | had yet another new status: in eighteen months
I had gone from bachelor, to married man, and novv to married man
living alone. Now, just as had been the case upon my arrival, | found
myselfinvited into the homes of what were now old friends for dinner
every day.

A couple ofweeks later, | received a telegram from Ankara inform-
ing me that Peace Corps Washington had decided that | was to return
to the US, and that I should be ready to do so by the end ofthe month.
The first person | shared this news with was my friend, the Muhtar
Kéamil. During the next couple of days, as | began to pack up what few
belongings | would take with me, he never left my side and we spent
numerous hours reminiscing éver the events of the past months.

A constant leitmotif in our conversations, stated in various fash-
ions, was ‘Hit, don’t forget, you are now one of us. There are things
that you have seen and heard in Bereketli that no one else need know
about.” To understand the sentiment underlying that admonition one
has only to compare the accounts of various events as | have related



Leaving Bereketli

them in the preceding pages, with the version of the same events as
recounted in the Muhbtar’s letter to the Peace Corps Director. A few
examples will serve to illustrate this point.

While, in his letter the Mubtar proudly related my role in the trag-
ic poisoning of the young mother, Emine, he made it sound as if her
taking of the kekik yag: (oil of thyme) was a simple accident, rather
than the result of the terrible ignorance concerning all matters con-
cerning health that was the norm in Bereketli:

“It was in those days that a case of poisoning, that was relat-
ed to a birth, occurred. A member of Mehmed Sadik Ozkan’s
family was poisoned as a result of drinking some oil of thyme.
Despite the fact that the village was filled with their relatives, it
was Hit, who having taken off his own overcoat and wrapped
her in it, on a very cold night, with absolutely no regard for his
own health, took her to a doctor in Balikesir in an open wagon
pulled by a tractor. Believe me, this action brought tears to the
eyes of the villagers.”

To have told the story as it actually occurred, would have (in his
mind) negatively reflected upon his fellow villagers, whom he had
often bemoaned to me were kara cahil (grossly ignorant). While such
talk was alright among friends, this certainly was not an image to be
shared with strangers. More tellingly, in an effort not to deflect from
his desire to show me in the best light possible, he neglected to men-
tion the ending of the oil of thyme story. Regardless of whatever
efforts I had taken, the truth of the matter was that at the end of the
day Emine had died. This rather important fact did not find its way
into his account.

In his recounting of the planting of the poplar trees, while once
again, stressing my role in getting them into the ground, he skims over
the fact that at the urging of Sofér Niyazi (who remains unnamed
throughout his narrative), there was initially a reluctance on the part
of the villagers to participate in the planting. This fact is only hinted at
in his letter:
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“One day he explained the advantages of planting poplar
trees. And we, taking up his suggestion, planted 400 poplar tree
seedlings next to the road leading to Balikesir. At that time we
had a religious preacher in the village.... Our Hoca (Preacher),
who was fond of repeating that from a religious perspective the
planting and nurturing of a tree was a most meritorious, indeed
praiseworthy, act managed to conveniently disappear and did
not participate in the planting of the trees. Hit, on the other
hand, planted a minimum of thirty trees. And I held Hit up as
an example to the villagers. This is our country, if an American
can expend effort in all ways on its behalf, why is it that we don’t
do the same?”

Aside from his oblique reference to having held my actions up as
an example to the villagers and in his criticism of the Hoca’s failure to
participate in the communal exercise, there is no hint at all of Niyazi’s
role in trying to undermine the poplar tree planting project. To have
done otherwise, would have meant airing the village’s dirty laundry in
public.

Finally, in his version of the incident of the rebuilding of the house
destroyed by the arsonist’s torch, he wrote:

“Most recently, there was an incident of a fire in the village.
An elderly paralyzed man’s house was burnt in an act of arson.
To rebuild that house, Hit worked for days like a common
laborer.”

In this case, while surprisingly he does not hide the fact that the
house was destroyed due to arson (evi kundaklanmak suretile
yakildr), he makes no mention of the bitter blood feud and the grue-
some murders, that precipitated it. To do so, would once again, have
cast the village (both he and I so loved) into a less-than-positive light.

Indeed, far more telling than the incidents he chose to recall, are
the all-important ones he chose to overlook. Thus, the blood feud
(kan davast), the gunfire at the village wedding and the ensuing night
of terror, and the ongoing struggle of wills between the Mubtar and
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me on one side, and Sof6r Niyazi on the other, is passed over in
silence.

Even in his letter, while having felt that some explanation for what
prompted its writing was called for, he never even hints at the disrup-
tive role played by Sofor Niyazi in lying to the gullible Walter Salmon.
Rather, he suggests that he thinks there may have been some unspec-
ified misunderstanding that occurred in the course of Salmon’s visit:

“Not long ago, an assistant director, accompanied by anoth-
er person, came to the village. In my opinion, his poor grasp of
Turkish was the cause of his misunderstanding of what has tran-
spired. This has distressed the entire village. As a village we are
all very satisfied with Hit. The purpose of this letter, written
with the deepest of sincerity, is to communicate to you our dis-
tress over this misunderstanding.”

He, while fully aware that his missive was written in direct response
to the misinformation communicated by our friend Niyazi, chose to
credit it to Salmon’s “poor grasp of Turkish” (in fact it was not this
staffer’s Turkish — that was good — but his judgment that was ques-
tionable), thereby once again managing to conceal the fact that there
was even so much as a single dissenting opinion in the village as to the
effectiveness of my role.

By the same token, Kimil downplayed his own role in facilitating
the manner in which he had helped make me not only acceptable to
but well liked by the villagers. Here, one has only to recall that
extraordinary meeting he convened, on the night of my arrival, where
he convinced the villagers to host and feed me in their homes. It was
that single act that was to make my experience in Bereketli truly
unique. No other member of our group was to be provided such an
entrée into their new lives, and what little [ was able to accomplish, all
directly stemmed from the opportunity I was thus afforded to literally
meet (and be met by) each and every member of the village in the
course of my first four months in Bereketli. This too he neglected to
mention, as to have done so would have made it appear that he was
trumpeting his own role as host.
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Thus, when Kimil, as my departure neared, reminded me on more
than one occasion ‘Hit, don’t forget, you are now one of us. There are
things that you have seen and heard here in Bereketli that no one else
need know about,’ there was no doubt in my mind as to what he was
referring. The silence I have maintained in the past forty-three years
stems primarily from his request. If I have chosen to break that trust
in setting down this account it is due to several facts. First, and fore-
most, is the sad reality that only a very small handful of the one hun-
dred and twenty-eight men who opened their doors and hearts to me
in Bereketli are still alive today. Kamil, nur icinde yatsin (may he rest
in peace), himself has been dead for twenty years. Second, is a grow-
ing awareness of my own mortality, an awareness heightened by a
recent bout with cancer of the throat. (Perhaps brought on by all
those hand-rolled, home-grown tobacco cigarettes I smoked in
Bereketli. Or maybe, it was the newspaper print that served as their
wrappings?) This awareness, coupled with a feeling that the many acts
of friendship and kindness I experienced as a temporary citizen of
Bereketli deserve to be known by a wider audience, are what has led
to my decision to set down on paper this account of my formative
eighteen-month sojourn in Bereketli. In all the years that have passed
since I left my village home, it has never been far from my thoughts.
I realized just how true that statement really is when I sat down to
write about my village life and the words just seemed to find their own
way onto the paper.

If, in so doing, I am breaking that trust implicit in the Mubtar
Kimil’s injunction, I do so in the hope that he and today’s
Bereketlians will comprehend my motives. To say that my time in the
village was filled with blessedness (bereketli), would be an understate-
ment. I truly came of age in Bereketli.
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The Muhtar Kamil's letter to the
Director of the Peace Corps

January 30, 1966
Bereketli Village

To the Director of the Peace Corps
Ankara

1, KAmil Aslantekin, am the Muhtar (elected representative) of the vil-
lage of Bereketli, that is located in the Nahiye (County) of Konakpinar, 25
kilometers from the provincial capital Balikesir. Following the Revolution,
with the support of 100% of my fellow villagers, | replaced the village
school teacher as Muhtar. At the urging of my people, | entered the recent
elections and was elected Muhtar with 80% of the vote. When it comes to
personatl benefit, the position of Muhtar in Turkey does not even cover 3%
of a family’s expenses. The post of Muhtar can only be accepted as a pub-
lic service. As the son of a backward nation, while faced with these types
of state problems, we were aware of the fact that, out of its generosity,
the American government, in the name of its people, provided assistance
[to other nations]. But we could never have dreamed that the Americans
could be so humble, respectful and, at the same time, such a selfless peo-
ple. We learned this was in fact the case from the actions of Hit [Heath] —
and as a village we responded with appreciation to the goodness of the
American nation — it was at the time that Hit and Bani [Bonnie] had first
come to our village. As we are ali aware they didn‘t really know Turkish. it
was in those days that a case of poisoning, that was related to a birth,
occurred. A member of Mehmed Sadik Ozkan’s family was poisoned as a
result of drinking some oil of thyme. Despite the fact that the village was
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filled with their relatives, it was Hit, who having taken off his own over-
coat and wrapped her in it, on a very cold night, with absolutely no regard
for his own health, took her to a doctor in Balikesir in an open wagon
pulled by a tractor. Believe me, this action brought tears to the eyes of the
villagers. In the village, whenever someone was in need of treatment for
any kind of cuts or bruises, he would humbly go to their houses and treat
them. In my opinion | have written enough about matters of health. At this
time, Hit was residing in the village meeting room and we frequently had
the opportunity to benefit from his suggestions and ideas. One day he
explained the advéntages of planting poplar trees. And we, taking up his
suggestion, planted 400 poplar tree seedlings next to the road leading to
Balikesir. At that time we had a religious preacher in the village. He liked
to talk about the 20th century. Our Hoca (Preacher), who was fond of
repeating that from a religious perspective the planting and nurturing of
a tree was a most meritorious, indeed praiseworthy act, managed to con-
veniently disappear and did not participate in the planting of the trees.
Hit, on the other hand, planted a minimum of thirty trees. And | held Hit
up as an example to the villagers. This is our country, if an American can
expend effort in all ways on its behalf, why is it that we don’t do the same?
In the village it was customary to wash vegetables and laundry in the foun-
tains. It was in response to a suggestion of his that we banned this prac-
tice. Likewise, across from the village school we built a model house. In this
project Hit played a large role. Again, he was responsible for building a
water depot next to the village coffee house. As a result, Hit's actions
served as a model, where previously it was only possible to complete a vil-
lage project with the use of imece [Note: a corvée, under which villagers
were forced to annually provide a set number of days of free labor for the
good of the community]. We went to assist the Konakpinar County
Administrative Head with the building of a bridge in the village of
Kumlugedik [sic. Kumgedik]. There, Hit worked harder than anyone.
Seeing this brought tears to the eyes of the Nahiye Administrator. There
were so many things [he did] that words don’t suffice to explain them all.
Most recently, there was an incident of a fire in the village. An elderly par-
alyzed man’s house was burnt in an act of arson. To rebuild that house, Hit
worked for days like a common laborer. Our village has a one hundred and
fifty year history. If one weighs what has been accomplished in the past
years, against all that was done in the previous one hundred and fifty
years, believe me more has been done in the past three years. So far three
new houses have been built using the example of our model house. This is
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the single greatest advantage to the village. If we think upon this house,
it becomes obvious that from the perspective of enriching our national
wealth, in my opinion it is a most important step. It is sixteen months since
Hit arrived in our village. During this time, when we had a visit from the
Director of the Peace Corps, we told him ali these things with pride. Not
long ago, an assistant director, accompanied by another pérson, came to
the village. In my opinion, his poor grasp of Turkish was the cause of his
misunderstanding of what has transpired. This has distressed the entire vil-
lage. As a village we are ali very satisfied with Hit. The purpose of this let-
ter, written with the deepest of sincerity, is to communicate to you our dis-
tress over this misunderstanding. Please accept this with the most sincere
respect and appreciation of my village.

The Muhtar (Elected Head) of the Village of Bereketli
KAMIL ASLANTEKIN

1) Nazim Cakan

2) Muhterem Dilmag
3) M. Sadik Dilek

4) Kerametin Dilek
5) Ayhan Hangul

6) M. Sadik Demirel
7) Ibrahim Dilek

8) Mehmet Savas

9) Recep Berghan
10) M. Ali Kaygi

11) Necdet Can

12) lthami Duman
13) Niyazi Kog

14) Halil Ergiin

15) Celil lthan

16) Sadetdin Cengiz
17) Ibrahim Esender
18) Fikret Yilmaz
19) Baki Yiimaz

20) Necip Can

21) Hakk) Balcan
22) Sabri Yilmaz
23) Adil Balgun

24) Ozcan Cakan

25) Halitdin Cengiz

26) Memet Demlralp

27) Vesat Hazanap

28) Ahmet Alp

29) Saban Ozdemir

30) Huseyin Balcan

31) llhan Vedat

32) Nazim Gultekin

33) Adem Demiralp

34) Saleyman
Dagdelen

35) Amet llhan

36) Feyzi Dursun

37) Ibrahim Kandemir

38) Hasan Dilmag

39) Isak Cengiz

40) Sadatdin Ata

41) Naci Er

42) Bayram Ata

43) Orhan Demiraip

44) Idris Kayahan

45) Hakki flhan
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46) Orhan Yilmaz

47) Sami Dilek

48) Mehmet Demiralp

49) M. Sadik Cakmak

50) Ibrahim Gelenbevi

51) Buran Can

52) Erdogan Can

53) Idris Dilek

54) M. Ali Ersoy

55) Cahit Cengiz

56) Sayir Aplay

57) Yusuf llhan

58) Halil Alp

59) Recep Dagdelen

60) Suleyman Cakir

61) Selatdin Dilmag

62) Suleyman Aplay

63) M. Sadik Gézhan

64) Kemal ilhan

65) Mehmet
Karaaslan

66) Ahmet Bozanalp

67) Halil Cetin



68) Idris ilhan

69) Hilmi Konmaz
70) M. Ali Balgin
71) Servet Dogankan
72) Eyup Bayat

73) Ismail Alinmig
74) Ismail Baltas

75) Riza Demiralp
76) idris Kaydemir
77) Sakir Durdu

78) Ilbrahim Dolu
79) Mustafa Gezer
80) Recep Balgun
81) H. Huseyin Dilek
82) Ismail BalgUiin
83) Huseyin Karaman
84) Abil Balgul

85) Turan Alp

86) Turhan Irkil

87) Ahmet Duman
88) Avni Erdem

89) Ali Dilmag

An Ongoing Affair

90) Ismail Kaygi

91) llhami Er

92) Davut ilhan

93) Ibrahim Kog

94) Hasan Ozdemir

95) Ersin Demirel

96) Unal Ilhan

97) Irfan Dilmag

98) Sezai Duman

99) M. Sadik
Dogantekin

100) Yuksel Kog

101) Enver Erdogan

102) Hayri Aslantekin

103) Hasan Bayat

104) Tahsin Demirtag

105) Mustafa Kog

106) lbrahim Ata

107) Bedritdin Can

108) Ozet Dogantekin

109) Arif Aslantekin

110) Vahit Erdogan

111) Rifat Demirel

112) Musa Er

113) Ali Gezer

114) Kamil Bolak

115) Ummet
Dogantekin

116) Ismail Can

117) Emin Demirkol

118) Huseyin Bozanalp

119) Haram Huseyin

120) Bediritdin Cengiz

121) Muamber Erdem

122) Ceaml Dilek

123) Mehmet Balcan

124) Kamil Dogantekin

125) Mehmet Can

126) Mustafa
Dogantekin

127) Sedat Demirel

128) Halit Cakan

I certify that the above-listed names and signatures are those of heads
of the families in our village, and that the signatures are their own.
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Transcription of Kamil Aslantekin’s Turkish
Handwritten Letter to Ankara

30-1-1966
Bereketli Koyl

Baris Gonulltleri Madarlagune
Ankara

Ben Balikesir Vilayetine (25) kilometre mesafede Konakpinar Nahiye-
sinin Bereketli Kdyd Muhtari Kamil Aslantekinim. inkilapta, 6gretmen-
den Muhtariik vazifesini kdyimun ylzde yUz istegiyle Muhtar oldum. Ve
yine secime istirak, halkin istegiyle girib, ytizde (80) farkla Muhtar segil-
dim. Turkiyede Muhtarlik vazifesi menfaat yoniinden bir ailenin (100) de
U¢ ihtiyac saglanmaz. Yalniz Muhtarlik vazifesi amme isi olarak, kabul
edilir. Bu gibi Memleket davalarini dastinerek geri kalmis bir Memleke-
tin 6z evladi olarak, koyimin maddi ve manevi ihtiyaclan icinde ¢irpinir-
ken, Amerikan Devletini'nin nimetlerinden, devlet nami altinda yardim-
lar yapiidigini biliyorduk. Fakat Amerikalilarin bukadar mitevazi ve har-
metgar, ayni zaman da bilursiz bir insan olduklar aklin bile kabul edece-
§i bir is degildi. Iste bu yazdigim misallerin hakikat oldugunu hit (He-
ath)in hareketieri ile anladik -- ve koylUlerimiz arasinda bir Amerikan mil-
letinin nekadar iyi bir millet oldugu taktirle karsiland: ~ iste bu aralarda
Hit (Heath) ve Bani (Bonnie) yeni kdyimuze gelmis idi. Yalniz hepimizin
malamu Turkge bilmiyorlardi. Bu arada koyde bir dogum yGziinden ze-
hirlenme vakasi oldu. Mehmed Sadik Ozkanin ailesi kekik yagi igmek su-
retile zehirlenmig idi. Kéyde butun akrabasi oldugu halde acik arabali bir
tiraktorle Hitin sirtindan ¢ikardigi palto ile 6rtinmek stretile o soguk ha-
vada hi¢ kendi sthatini disinmeden Balikesire doktora gotirdt. Bu ha-
reketi Tark koylGsuna inanin aglatti. Koyde kimde bir tedavi edilecek ya-
ra kesik olursa olsun génulstiz hastalarin evine gidip onlan tedavi etti.
Saghk yoniun den bu kadar yazdigim bence kafi. Hit bu aralarda kdy he-
yet odasinda duruyordu biz de onun fikirlerinden istifade ediyorduk. Bir-
gun kavak ekme mevzuunu bize anlatti. Ve biz de onun fikirinden istifa-
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de etmek suretile Balikesir yolu Gzerine (400) adet yeni tip kavak ektik.
Bu arada Kéyumuzde Vaiz Hocamiz vardi. Yirminci asirdan bas ediyordu.
Dini yénden bir fidan yetistirmek ¢ok sevap oldugunu séyleyen Hocalan-
miz tenezdl edip kavak ekmege gelmediler. Hit enaz otuz kavak ekti. Ve
missal olarak Hiti kdylllere gosterdim. Bu memleket, bizim bir Amerika-
Il her yonden ¢aba gosteriyorda, bizler neden calismiyoruz dedim. Ces-
melerde sebze ve bez yikaniyordu. Bunu da onun fikri ile yasak ettik. Ay-
rica kdye, drnek, bir okulumuz éndne ev yaptik onun yapilmasinda Hitin
¢ok réla oldu. Ayrica kdy kahvesinin yanina bir havuz yapildl. Netice
imece suretile yapilan her kdy isinde de Hit 6rnek misaller Verdi. Konak-
pinar Nahiye Madurd ile Kumlugedik kdylne koépri yardimina gittik.
Orada Hit en yuksek yardimda bulundu. Bu hal Nahiye Midirant aglat-
ti. Netice itibariyle anlatmakla tGkenmez. Son olarak koyimuizde bir
yangin hadisesi oldu. Felgli bir sahsinn evi kundaklanmak suretile yakil-
di. O yanan evde Hit bedenen ginlerce amele gibi ¢alisti. Kéyumazin
(150) senelik mazisi var. Bu yillarin karsihgi Gg yilda yapilanlar her yén-
den yuz elli yilda yapilmislardan inanin ¢ok fazladir. Son yaptimiz érnek
evden (¢ adet yapildi. Kdy i¢in en blaytk menfaat. Bu ev Gizerinde dugi-
nalarse, manast milli servet yénanden ¢ok degerli oldugu anlagilir kana-
tindaytm. Hit (16) ay oldu kéyumuze geleli, bu arada Barig Génalluleri
Maduara kéyimuaze geldiginde yapilanlar 6ganerek anlatmistik. Gegen-
lerde bir Muddr muavini ile birisi geldi. Ganatima gore onun Turkge bil-
meyisi, durumu yanhs anlamasina sebeb olmug buna kéycek (zalduk. Biz
Hitten kdycek ¢ok memnunuz. Bu Yazilar Gzintimaza belirt etmek igin
en derin hislerimizle yaziyorum. Burada k&yUmun sizlere karsi sevgi ve
saygilarini belirt eder hurmetgarhigimin iblagini rica ederim.

Bereketli Koyt Muhtari
Kamil Aslantekin

Yukarida isimleri ile imzalar bulunan sahislarin kéyamuz hane reyisi ol-
duklan ile imzalarig kendilerine ayit oldugunu tastik ederim.

Bereketli Koy M[uhtar]

[KOY MUHURU]
KAMIL ASLANTEKIN
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ProfessorHeathlA/. Lovvry, Mustafa
Kemal Atatlirk Professor of Ottoman
and Modem Turkish Studies at
Princeton University inthe USA since
1993, has devoted alifetime to ali things
Turkish. With many publications to his
name and an expert on early Ottoman
history he has taught inboth Turkey and
the USA, including such institutions as
the Bosphorus,Bilkent,Bahgesehir and
Harvard universities. He vvas a founder
member in 1983 of the Institute of
Turkish Studies, Washington DC, after
vvhich he started to also focus on the
contemporary Turkish politicat scene.



'Hit [sic], don’tforget, you are now one ofus. There are things thatyou have seen
and heard here in Bereketli thatno one else needknow about.1Atwo-yearstint
as aPeace Corpsvolunteer inaremote vvestem Anatolian village during the early
1960s changed the course ofHeath W .Lowry’slife inawayhe could neverhave
imagined. Lovvry’stouching vignettes, reflecting both the high and lowpoints of
his time there, are by tum humorous and tragic and reflect his affection for the
villagerswho embraced him as one oftheir own. Tales of friendship, hospitality
and humanity are juxtaposed against the harsh dramas and social mores ofa

traditional agrarian society of that period.
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