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VIL. ANOTHER MEETING WITH THE GODDESS

Edirne. Late Apri]
1 took tlle train, 12 hours, from western Greece to Orestias (OR, es DEE es) on tile

eastern l)or(ler, about 10 kilometers and an international border away from Edirne (eh
DEER neh), where }Tanqr and I Planned to make our rendezvous. I had thought to stop
at any of a number of cities along the way. Since the train takes an inland route, well off the
tourist laeat, 1 exPecte(l the cities to be largeiy 18th or 19t11 century in their architecture and
character. A young Greek woman who chose to join me in my compartment, warned me
that all the towns I was thinking about visiting were hopelessly l)oring. Indeed, she was
critical of all things Greek: the government, the culture, the mores, the PeoPIe. She asPired
to being a free sPirit, but Greece was a country of strong customs and restraints: sexual,
religious, Political. Her Englisll was good, and she told me she was off to visit a lover for
wllom slle ha(] ieft her husl)ancl. Her stor}r was a Pastiche of sex, rel)ellion, an(l guilt. She
fantasized: if onl}7 they could run away to Americal 1 thoug]lt to (le~mytliologize her, but
reconsidered. Who was I to rob her of her dreams?

From all appearances, she was right about the inland Greek cities. ComPressed into
the narrow channel of the railroad bed, all I could see were long rows of Poure(l concrete
tombs: houses, apartments, and office l)uildings. The landscaPe turned oppressive: sweaty
vaﬂeys; (lry, rock}r fielcls; mountains to the north, in a long dull chain. As evening came
and went, 1 grew jumpy. I worried that I was missing my stop. No one understood my
pronunciation of Orestias. My beﬂy growlecl relentlessly. I had no idea where I was.
Twenty-four hours Previously all of these feelings would have been music, sweet assurances
that my demons were far behind.

Orrestias rolled up to my traincar, and somehow I knew to get off. A young
traveﬂing salesman in a white shirt and Presse(] slacks told me to follow him to the clleaPest
hotel in town. I wondered if this was some sort of set-up. T felt my money—l)elt, tight
around my waist, invisible under my shirt. I followed. We Passed a disco, red lights
Pulsing, electric music Pulsing, a few People at the cloor, already griPPed 1)}7 the music, l)eing
shaken. We Passe(l walls thick with movie posters of desperate men and heipless ‘women,
ruthless men and seductresses. Music echoed down every street in jarring reverberations.
But with two quick turns it faded. My anxiety drained out of my feet into the concrete. It
left a mark, like the outline of a dead l)ocly Painte(l l)y the Police for some subterranean
report. I cllanged bodies. The hotel was lialf-way down the next block. We both went in
and got rooms. Lt was clean, relatively new, not c]leaP (l)y my stanclards); it was al)out
$8.oo. I was new-born and very tired. 1 siePt a long time.

I spent two days wandering outside the limits of Orestias, in the vast and newly

sprouting wheatland. P oPIars, willows, and cypresses turned the rich Plain into a mosaic of

1 ©S5MBerer, 2002
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wide fields. An occasional shepller(l led his flock down the narrow tractor roads, whacking
his sheeP with a switch whenever they strayed into the fields to gral) a nibble. His sheeP
(log, growling, would drift to the opposite side of the road from me. He was as curious as
his master of this strange-smeﬂing human. There was har(ﬂy anyone out in the fields. At
one point I was turned back l)y two farmers in baggy old pants and shirts. From their
gesticulations I gathere(l I was near the river, the l)ounclary between Greece and Turkey.
There were soldiers up ahead and I would be very unwelcome. Almost in a trance, I turned
off at a rig]lt angle and continued my drift. The silence was Profoun(l. A stork standing on
one leg Peered tirelessly in a flooded ditch for a trace of life. Another, gliding in the
motionless air was the last vestige of a sense of time.

There were no (lemons out there. As I realizecl later, tlle (lemons llad lleadecl home,
disgusted. I had stoPPed running and I had stoPPecl staying, and the}7 had no damned idea
how to find me! Sometlling else was just now crossing up above my horizon. 1 kePt turning
away from it, thinl{ing nothing was changing, but a new sun was casting off morning stars as
if they were so many diversions. I was ten kilometers from E(lirne, and I could almost hear
the song of the muezzin (mu EZ in), him who chants the call to prayer.

That evening in Orrestias I sat alone in a local bar and drank coffee. It was not like
an American l)ar, clark, smelly, and oppressive. Rat]ler, it was a patio with two rows of
tal)les, each with 4-6 chairs around it. 1 sat staring at the uninitiated portion of my
notel)ook, but it was not long before curiosity overcame a few of the older men that were
sitting around me. We somehow made conversation using all our resources: English,
German, Turkis}l, Gfeek; hands, body-English, sketches. I was careful not to talk of going
to Turkey, or to express my opinions about Ronald Reagan. I was positive about all
things. Suddenly a Policeman with a submachine gun Pushed into our mi(lst, (lemancling my
passport, my hotel name, my purpose for being in Orestias, my destination. Immediately,
the men around me indignantly rose up and brow-beat my interrogator. ‘Within 30 seconds
he was ol)sequiousiy l)uying me a cup of coffee and aPologizing. He explaine(l that there
were Political rabble-rousers from Italy in town and he thoug]lt I was one of them. An
American, thougll; well that's a different story] He loved Americans, and was deeply sorry
if he offended me. I, on the other hand, was entirely unruffled. Tomorrow I was crossing
the border. An intense concentration had descended upon me.

I had har(ﬂy seen my wife for the last year. Without formalities, we had seParated.
In APril I had gone to Provincetown, first to write, and then to rebuild my Parent's cottage.
She had accePted a Full)right to go to Turkey later in the year, and in the meantime was
stu(lying for her orals in P llila(lelphia (the gra(l school variety). We occasiona]ly got
togetller over a weekend, but I decided not to go to Turkey with her, and after she left, I
was convinced that it was the appropriate time to make a permanent break. After I declined
to meet her in London over Christmas, it seemed certain we were moving down an

irreversible Path .

2 ©S5MBerer, 2002



100

Stephen M. Berer Ottoman Beachcombing, Part 2

% W ST KRN ST KRN ST KT TR NS T TR N ST T TR N ST T TR NS ST T TR N ST AT TR N ST AT TR N ST AT TR N ST TR ST TR ST TR ST TR %

Then it was F el)ruary. As T often (licl, one dusk I hiked out into the beech forest.

AtoP the ilighest dune in the Provincelan(ls, watc}ling the sun set in the west and the moon
rise in the east, | had a Profound Psychological experience. All my anger, resentment, and
unhaPPiness dissolve(l, and I realized they were not inherent in our relationshiP. This
moment of clarity lastecl only a few hours, l)ut 1 resolvecl to go to Turkey to see if it was
really true. 1 called my wife and told her my intentions. Her voice was (listant, as were her
ensuing letters, but she allowed as I could do what I wanted. It took almost two months to
comPIete all my ol)ligations, and they were months of relaPse, anxiety, and self-doubt. Still
I held to my resolution, l)eiieving my “vision” more than my feelings. T told myself :if it
worked out, we would travel in Turl{ey and the Middle East for five months ; if not, 1
would make my own adventure, and either way, aﬂ was weﬂ. Like Platitu(]es, easy to say,
but hard to live.

In late March I Packed up and hitch-hiked slowly towards Kenne(ly AirPort. I
noticed demons in the cottage as I locked up; it was then that my entourage joined me.
Now they were gone, and in twelve hours 1 woulcl I)e riding the tllree k's to the l)order. 1
am normally not Mr. Kool, l)ut strangely, my easily-overheated l)rain was now very very
calm.

Nine a.m. and the day was l)rilliantly clear, and already warm. 1 found the bus to
the l)orcler, thougll I forget how. On the Greek side, tlle guarcls harassed me a l)it, then Iet
me go. I love walking across l)or(lers, and this is both a l)eautiful, and a very intense one,
with Greek-Turkish relations l)eing what tlley are. Crossing the Iong, empty l)ridge, T could
hear the sparrows and Crows, the frogs and insects, the river l)ul)l)ling. The banks are
marshy and lined with Poplars, willows, and dense reed beds. Tlley trembled in the sligllt
breeze. Behind me a Greek soldier glowered. At the other end of the l)ridge, as 1 Passed,
Turkish soldiers saluted Playfuﬂy. I was lauglling, dancing inside. Freude, Freude!

Turkish customs welcome(l me. How coul(l they notl StamP, stamP, an(l I was
thru. I was told that E(lirne is seven kilometers, there was no l)us, but by my goocl fortune
there was a taxi. The driver smiled and informed me that the fare was 700 lira ($3.50). Not
l)eing aware that in the six years since I was last in Turl{ey, taxis had all gotten meters and
had ceased to be major l)argaining events, | assumed this was a swindle. Actually, it was of
no consequence. I had alreacly decided to walk, to savor every moment and every image of
the l)eauty aroun(l me. I set out, wraPPing a turl)an around my head to l)e all the more
outrageous.

The land was deeP green and fertile, and as silent as on the other side of the river. 1
Passe(l a few groups of women in the fields. In the Turkish manner, they worked together in
a line, all bent over, legs straiglxt and sPread wi(le, Picking wee(ls, or Planting seeds. They
wore l)aggy Pantalons, l)aggy blouses, and head scarfs, all in l)riglit mismatched floral prints,
and they slowly moved in unison down the rows.

After I llad walked al)out two l{'s in complete silence, a car Passe(l. The (lriver

3 ©SMBerer, 2002
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stoPPed and oPene(l the door for me. I sllruggecl and got in. My Turkish was very rough,
but I understood that he worked at customs and was driving back to Edirne. PerhaPs he
was going for lunch, or Perhaps he was curious about the crazy American who didn't mind
walking all morning. I tried to exPIain to him that I was looking for my wife who was
somewhere in Edirne. No, I didn't know the hotel. No, I had never been to Edirne
l)efore. Actually, no, I wasn't even sure if slie was there. For tlie sake of my self—resPect I
hoPe(l he assumed I simPl}r could not express myself clearly. Surel}r no one would travel
lialfway around the world to meet someone the}7 claimed was their wife, in a town of over
100,000, relying on nothing more than a chance encounter on the street. Until I tried to
exPIain my intentions to this man, my Plan hadn't struck me as l)eing utterly absurd!

In no time we had entered the confines of Edirne's narrow cobblestone streets. I had
no idea where my driver was going, or where he intended to droP me off, but in short order it
was clear that he Planne(l to drive around until we found my wife. Thinking back on it, the
man must have been utterly fascinated l)y my madness. We Passed over a muddy river lined
with trees and Parks. Ignoring my mounting excitement, he Playe(l the tour guide,
explaining that this was the site of the famous Turkish mud/-wrestling contest, a yearl}r event
that determined the best wrestler in Turl(ey. Indeed, the contest was due to l)egin in less
than two weel{s, sol gatliere(l. I, on the other liancl, was more interested in the l)riclge we
drove over, a beautiful series of stone arches hundreds of years old. He then turned down a
narrow street crowded with Pedestrians and little shoPs, and as if it were meant to be (and
Perhaps it was) I SAW HER’ She was thinner, Prou(ler, more aloof than I rememl)ere(l.
I shouted "There she is!" forgetting my driver knew no English, but I think he understood.
He quickly stoPPed and I burst out of the little car like a meteor, sllouting "Nancy,
Nancy!" She turne(l, and with a smile like Mona Lisa's (I swear that's how I remember it)
we embraced I)rieﬂy.

How can years of resentment, anger, suspicion, unhaPPiness, and all the things that
can make marriage heﬂ, how could tlle}r dissolve so effortlessly, so utterly? ‘We went back
to her hotel. I could still hardly believe that she had actually decided to come to Edirne to
meet me after aﬂ We ma(le love, quickly, intensely, surPrisecl, tllen went out to explore
this gorgeous town, once the caPitol of the Ottoman empire. (W e have been back since,
and it reaﬂ)r is a little Pearl.)

In the following weeks 1 kePt waiting for the ax to fal], but it never did. After two
(lays in Edirne we returned to her aPartment in Istanl)ui. Day l)y (lay, l)eing togetller got
easier, not harder, and we began to believe what we were feeling: restored love. Somehow,
between the Poiarity of a setting sun and a rising full moon a world of negativity had been
reversecl, and I can explain no more today than I could when it haPPened.

So we Prepared to travel togetller. Again.
s W =

4 ©SMBerer, 2002
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VIIL. FURTHER SKETCHES

Summer .83, on llle I‘Oii(l in Turl(ey an(i elsewllere.

I remember:

There is a man walking the roads of Yugoslavia. He has a shovel over his shoulder.
As he sees a POtI’lOle he digs dirt from the side of the road, fills it, tamps it down, and walks
on. He is the road crew, stro]ling the roads near his home, haPPiiy at work.

Or the ditchcligger in Bergama, digging in the rain: he had a partner who held two
large open uml)reﬂas, one for each of them. Both of them were tall and thin, wearing high
black boots outside their pants, sports jacl{ets, grey golfers hats. The digger had a long dark
mustache curving around his mouth. Like some latter (lay janissary, he looked noble and
Proud. Hiis horse must have been tied on the other side of the wall that lined the street. For
a moment he (lug in the mud, recovering some treasure he had hidden.

There is a farm hand in Greece. He is sleePing under a tractor-drawn cart that was,
not long ago, a horse-drawn cart. The afternoon sun is hot and the land is Peaceful as far as
the eye can see or the ear can hear.

I pass a Greek herder and his (log. He is slowly leading his 30 goats down the dirt
roads that divide the farmland. His Sran(lParents were Turks and there is now an uneasy
truce in his veins. He eyes me up and down. What am I doing out in this farmland where
tourists never come? His (log susPiciously but timidly passes me, then lingers till all the
goats are past and his master calls.

It is warm and raining. Though it is the rainy season, the vegetation on the hillsides
looks sparse. A Turkish herder is wearing a heavy felt kaftan with a hood. It is the
traditional rain gear of his People. He Puﬂs a l)ud(ling branch of a tree down to where his
favorite goats can nibble it.

Later, I see another shePherd with a white felt kaftan. It is open, draPed over his
shoulders, and a turban is on his head. He has a stick in hand and drives a small herd
ahead of him. Ten paces l)ehind, two women carry large bundles of wood on their l)acks,
l)ent over, faces to tlle groun(l.

Months later in a church in J erusalem, the children sing to each other in choruses
across the altar. Their lligll voices and white robes innocentl}r impiore, a call for faith.
Meanw}lile, like Death, a man in black robes Preaches to them, soml)erb7 walking back and
fortll, or rea(ling from a lleavy book. The children follow him, their fatller, their Priest.

To a]l my frien(ls and acquaintances, tllese facts may 1)e relevant:
I am once again united with my long lost wife, immersed in the joys of domestic
turmoil.

Tlle cigarettes here are harsh and coat your moutlx. The cognac (sPeHed konyak)

) ©SMBerer, 2002
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malkes you wince and shudder. The raki (like Greek ouzo) turns milky with water and
makes your mind hazy an(l your thouglxts wancler l)ack down tlie road that you've just come

UP.

And to Beachcombers in P rovincetown, Weﬂﬂeet, Beach P oint, and Places far

ﬂung an(l far fetched, You wanderers, outcasts, mindless lal)orers, sailors W]lO have taken one
too many voyages, an(l you who stare in won(ler or terror at the changes tllat swirl aroun(l
ou:

Hai” As you eat your steak an(] Potatoes, ancl smoke your various PIant-stuffs, an(l
imbibe your murky 1i(1uors and your clear ones, consider us in foreign lan(ls, wandering on
strange and rocky l)eaclles; fo]lowing muddy aﬂeys till tlley end in ruins or in ancient
monuments; no more at home here than anywliere, and no more lost, eitlier; sharing our
meals with hobos who know no Englisll. Remember: a cup of liquor is only a cup of 1i(1uor,

and a moment of Pleasure 1s always a moment of Pleasure.

= L o

[X. TURKISH VALLEYS AND YELLOW BRICK
ROADS

May, '83. “Ri(ling a trail to who-knows-where” (Maverick’s theme song)

The time passes too quickly, and the changing vistas are too comPeﬂing, and the
Pleasures of love too a]luring. I have already enjoye(l and forgotten vi]lage after viHage,
person after person. Along the narrow roads the white-washed villages, built of orange clay
block and stucco, (lisperse into the straggling hovels of mud brick, mortared with mud and
liay. Beyon(l, the Ione cottages of her(lers, l)uilt of ﬂat stone with thatched roofs an(l fences
of thatch and sticl{s, are all that are able to rise from the rocl«t}r hillsides. Yet, somehow,
wildflowers are l)looming everywhere. SPring comes l)rieﬂy, and for that moment the dry
earth turns sexual. There are ye]low, Pale violet, and White ﬂowers sPeckling the clusty
green and rocky hills. Sometimes a whole meadow opens into bloom. But esPecially
striking are the crimson poppies, singly, in clusters, or 1’7 the thousands (]ensel}r intersPerse(l
in wheat fields. There was never a red more Perfect and brilliant and ePhemeral. There was
never a more wonderful and seductive flower, and never one more delicate. I have Picked
the l)lossoms and Presse(l tliem in my notel)ook, and the next (lay the}7 are already l)lack.
You painters, your vermillions and your lakes look wan and weak before these! That your
colors endure is the l)argain they have struck with nature: to endure but to be less than
Perfect. I have lain among them in the fields, dizzy with their raptures, and then left them
with many a backwards glance. This is surely "the Soul of sweet Deligllt," to quote a

6 ©S5MBerer, 2002



228

250

Stephen M. Berer Ottoman Beachcombing, Part 2

% W ST KRN ST KRN ST KT TR NS T TR N ST T TR N ST T TR NS ST T TR N ST AT TR N ST AT TR N ST AT TR N ST TR ST TR ST TR ST TR %

friend.

In the Plains and Vaﬂeys and little glens and hollows the land is divided into fields,
and all are Plante(l with grains and Vegetal)les and fruit trees. In the poorer areas the fields
are small. A single horse and man will Plow tllem, and often a whole family can be seen
Planting, Wee(]ing, and tending the crops. ‘Where there is more water or more money, the
motorized tractors gnash their gears and the fields exPan(l, but still, men and women in
groups of five or ten work 1)y hand. The women dress in Puffy Pantalones, multi-colored
Paisleys and florals. On their heads scarfs and shawls trail in the breeze. T]ley stand with
their legs stiff and sPread wide, and they bend from the waist, Planting sprouts and Plucldng
weeds. The men, when they work in the fields at all, are dral)ly dressed, with lazily
wraPPe(l turbans around their heads that drift down to their shoulders and wrap into scarfs
around their necks. They use digging tools, and never seem to work as concertedly as the
women.

Sometimes the fields and hills are Planted with olive trees, ten or twenty together, or
thousands as far as the eye can see, like at Z eytindag (ZAY-tin—DAH, which means Olive
Mountain), near Bergama. Sometimes the olive groves are weed}7 and wild. In other
Places the land between the trees is rougllly Plowed. Neither is it uncommon to see
secon(lary crops of wheat Planted among the gnarled trunks so that no space is wasted.
Most unusual and beautiful though, was the grove on the steeP hiﬂside near Selcuk
(SEL-]uk) On the down-hill side of each tree, a small stone retaining wall had been built
in a semi-circle, each one constructed of thin flat stones, without mortar, and in imPeccal)le
condition.

As the Plains slant imPercePtil)ly into Iowlan(l, the tllirsty vegetation grows greener.
The fields are divided l)y narrow Paths or win(ling gullies. T]lough the creeks are dried or
are l)arely trickling, deeP green reeds crowd the banks. P oplars and cypresses line the roads
and are scattered in ones and twos elsew}lere, like Proud and stately sentinels. Or, you pass
over a rounded riclge and see lone cypresses marking the corners of fields, JeeP green spires
against dry soil and grey green crops. This is the epitome of a Turkish vaﬂey.

An(] tllen there are tlle otller sPires, tlle minarets of ruinecl mosques ancl new ones.
‘Where their tops are ﬂat, l)y choice or I)Y decay, the giant nests of storks can be seen. You
see one and you will want to see more. Scan the roofs. Fach vi]lage has a few storks as
residents. Lucky the famil}7 that is chosen I)Y a stork to build its nest on their roof, for they
are believed to be omens of prosperity and haPPiness. And I am sure it is truel These birds
are truly lovely, and yet awkward in their elegance. Sometimes they can be seen stan(ling on
one Ieg in their nests. Other times they appear, gli(ling Iazily with their legs stretched behind
them and their long wings extended casuaﬂy, black in front and white behind. Or else they
are wading in the marshes and stream lae(ls, Picking for food with their Pointe(l beaks. You
stop. You watch, as if savoring goocl news. And it will haPPen to you as it did to me: you

wi]l forget wllat you meant to do. I meant to sPeak of mosquesl

7 ©SMBerer, 2002
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It's all so different and all so familiar. The same types of oal{s, the same species of
sparrows, the same tractor manufacturers, the same irrigation methods. But sometimes the
nearness of home comes back all too abruptly and harshly. The TV here is becoming king.
FEven from shePherd's hovels and in the gececonclos (GEH-jeh-KON—do, ie., slums)
antennas rise, gatllering Plloton imPulses and converting them into violent movies and
maniPulative suggestions. The long distance buses have video that makes US TV seem
quite refined and inteﬂigent. The commuter train stations in Istanbul all have TV's hanging
over the crowds, capturing first the eyes, then the souls. StiH, I have to laugh sometimes.
Yester(la}r a PoPeye cartoon was l)laring on the commuter train Platform, and not Iong ago I
saw T'he Wizard of Oz l)eaming into a little corner store. Strange to think of "Follow the
yeﬂow brick road" in sul)titles, but there it was. And I lauglle(l. It seemed like my theme
song. Then I realize(l, it might be everyone's theme song, and the veiled women and
unshaven men sudclenly looked like neiglll)ors.

s [ o

X. LIKE A CALL TO PRAYER

Some poetics from Istanbul.

The call to prayer drifts imploring and beautiful through the window. I'm
composing some poems - sort of transliterations of the melocly, timing and tone of the five
different calls. It’s quite exciting and is helPing me to deve]oP the structure for the next long
poem I am l)eginning to write. Lhe idea of the Poem is this, if I can express it yet: it is a
Song written in the consciousness of two Primordial/ mythic/ Perfect Lovers, but the
overtones, refrains, counter-melodies and counterpoints of the song are the conﬂicting love
states of human existence. Thus, the Mythic Conscience fragments into the multiPIe ego
awarenesses, which swirl around it like electrons around a nucleaus, or like cells in a tissue,
comprising it, yet 1'n(1ivi(1ua11}r divided from its wholeness. And each of these fragment egos
are cast as sailors whose ship has wrecked in Ertha. Here, they have lost contact with each
other and with their Source, and can only reach each other l)y communicating througll the
mythic Love-States/ Lovers (wllich leads them out of Ertha).

So, I have l)egun with these transliterations of the call to prayer, but it seems I listen
as if I am one of the shiPwrecked sailors. 1 had thougllt to l)egin with a female court, where
the sailors are l)eing tried. But it is transforming into a ju(lgement that is more Personal and

one to one. The idea is this: the central imago, center of the mandala, is the two mytllic

Lovers, mingled in Perfect Love, like Shelley’s Prometheus and Asia, or Blake’s
Jerusalem and Los, or Adam and Eve before the fa]l, or a Hindu Shiva-Parvati. I will

explore the Greek, Egyptian, and Chinese corollaries as well. However, those Perfect
lovers, my P rotos/ Solyla (?) are the fusion Protluct of all the states of incomPlete and
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imPerfect human lovers. The Perfect Lovers are the Primoridal P ossil)ility; the human
lovers are the incomPIete actuality. The Poem is the interweaving of numerous human love
scenarios overlaid on the Perfect Lover l)ackgroun(l. Thus, the sailors can not transcend

their limits and return to the Body/ Bodies of the Perfect Lovers. Rather, their individual

journeys become threads in the fabric of that higher weave.

s [ o

XI. COME TO BEIRUT!

A letter from Istanbul
Dear S,

Many hel]os, some overdue, others just in time, others timeless. The sun is rising
over the Asian hiﬂs, and mist is 1ifting from the BosPorus waters. | he cypresses and fig
trees emerge from the moist and heavy air. Like a dream rememl)ered, Asia unveils herself.
The towers of Rumeli Hisar (Rumeli Castle) jut above the nearl)y trees, and l)ehincl,
Russian tankers and trawlers suﬂenly make their way. Nothing remains of the Old World
but what is remembered and clung to. And nothing will remain of this moment either,
except a fistful of desires. Just now, every bird is gliding on the wind.

N--- has left to take L-- to the airport, and another strange saga 1s completing itself.
We Ieft on our tour of the Eastern Mecliterranean in late May, rushed l)y the l)a(l news
that our friends from the consulate had been sucl(lenly reassigned to a post they considered a
hardship -~ stationed in Washington D.C. So instead of sPending J uly and August with
them, we sPe(l to Izmir in late May to have a last four clays with them. We toured
southwest Turkey in their car, alternating between untouched landscaPes and newly created
tourist scenes; between shepherds greeting us from their thatch hovels, and deluxe hotels and
the Med cruise set. We'(l enter an 18t11 century valley, cut through a treacherous mountain
pass, and look down on a harbor filled with EuroPean sloops. We left our friends in the
mosquito and tourist infested town of Marmaris, where we caught a l)oat, not much different
than a fishing trawler, that comPeted with the official cruisers that sailed to Rhodes. It cost
half as much, took twice as long, and the harbor-master denied that it existed.

‘We had no idea what our chances were of getting to Israel from Rhodes, since there
is little exchange of international timetables between nations in this part of the world (excePt
for some airline info). ‘With a bit of effort we found a boat going to Cypress in two (lays.
The next boat going aH the way to Israel wasn't for at least two weeks, and it was not a sure
thing. So we l)ought our tickets to Cypress and took our chances on another connection
there. We also learned of a very cheaP ﬂiglxt from Cairo to Rhodes, starting on J uly 1.
Tllis, we hoPe(l, would conveniently get us l)ack, if, indeed, it would actuaﬂy be scheduled.
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All we saw of the island was the caPitol, Rhodos. Itis an outrageousl}r quaint Place,
but with more tourists than fleas on a buffalo's backside. EsPecially Prevalent are the
Englislx, who have forgotten what the sun looks like, and have roasted themselves into
varying shades of crispy critters. The old city is walled and is a maze of exceedingly narrow
cobblestone streets, enclosed with two-to-three story walls on either side, or even entirely
arched over, like some medieval fantasy. Occasionally the walls are Pierced 1)}7 an open
door or window, revealing an old Greek lady in a black dress and black head scarf, in a
room dense with nicknacks on every surface and Photos covering the walls. We wandered
for 110111‘5 through these carefree a]leys, or out into the touristecl l)oulevards, from museum to
coffee Sl’lOP to our room for midday siesta.

The l)oat to CYPress continued to Beirut, as we learne(] upon eml)arkation, an(] we
met some Lebanese who tried to convince us to continue with tliem, and go to Israel through
Lebanon. It sounded exciting. Tlley said it was Possil)le, but we had strong doubts.
Misinformation in this part of the world al)oun(ls, usually not out of malice or selfish
interests, but due to an over-wi]lingness to be frien(lly or helpful without l)eing informed.
One must constantly be compensating for bad advice and bad directions. We shook our
heads yes, but decided no.

The boat was a beautiful cruise Sl’liP, immaculate, uncrowdecl, friendly, with a disco
at nigllt, good foocl, and a Iong row of clean showers with hot(!) water. We had Bougllt the
c]leaPest tickets, deck class, which entitled us to giant airPIane~sty1e seats in a room alongsi(le
a row of cabins. We watched Lebanese men and EuroPean women Play musical cabins all
niglit.

Going tllrough customs in Cypress (8:00 AM), we were tolc] that a l)oat was leaving
for Israel the next evening. We gave a little clieer, and discovered a group of others that
were going the same route, blind step at a time. We easil}r found a ticket agency, and again
l)ouglit deck class tickets. At the same time we got information about a town to visit on
Cypress while waiting. As it turned out, a number of others had the same idea, and we
hired a group limo for a dollar eacil, and comfortal)ly cruised the 50 miles of coast road to
P aPhos.

In P aPhos we staye(l in an old Palatial hotel, newly renovated, for about $6.oo a
night for two, inclu(]ing breakfast of l)acon, eggs, toast, and coffee. First time we'd seen any
food like that in months. We had trouble fin(ling the quaint or interesting parts of this
viﬂage that claimed to have many Roman ruins, so N--- took her siesta, and I decided to
walk about four miles back to a village where I had seen a rather remarkable-looking little
church.

I walked with my shirt off, catching rays like any beach l)um, but I must have surely
aPPeare(l to l)e a woman with 1)are l)reasts, tlle way I was stare(] at. Trying to compose
myself as best as | coul(l, given my clothes, 1 aPProached the church. Tt was, indeed,

striking from the outsi(le, very organic, with few sharP e(lges or corners. It seemed to have

10 ©S5MBerer, 2002



375

400

Stephen M. Berer Ottoman Beachcombing, Part 2

% W ST KRN ST KRN ST KT TR NS T TR N ST T TR N ST T TR NS ST T TR N ST AT TR N ST AT TR N ST AT TR N ST TR ST TR ST TR ST TR %

risen by itself out of the earth over many centuries. It was stuccoed in a mud color, and tiny
windows Penetrate(l the thick walls. Looking tllrough the windows I could make out four or
five rooms, each with a small, very low dome, not rounded but 1ig11t1y Pitched and Pointe(l.
A shoemaker had the key to enter, but he was l)usy, didn't like my sllorts, and told me to
come back the next (lay. He also said there was a nice museum nearl)y. All in no-English,
no-Greek; mostly l)umP and grind.

Walking back, and at the outskirts of Papllos, 1 stoPPe(l at a house that had a sign
"Rooms to Let." A very Iovely older woman (named Themoula Theodosiou) owned it and
showed me around. She had a wonderful room with a 14 ' ceiling, a gran(l piano, l)ig soft
antique couch and matclling arm-chairs, a double l)e(l, private l)atil, oriental carpets. She
would rent it to me for $7.oo ~ $1o.oo a day, she wasn't sure, 1)ut it inclucle(l I)reakfast. 1
said I'd l)ring my wife later to look. Arriving at our hote], I convinced N--, who is always
the skePtic, to return there with me. Of course N--- is so innocent and sweet-lool(ing, that
Themoula loved her and said the lower price was accePtal)le. ‘We said we were Planning on
returning in early J uly for a week, and everyone was excited. Unfortunately, we alreacly
had a room for the current night, so we returned to our 'drab’ Palatial hotel.

Next day we walked l)acl( to tlle village an(l toure(] the churcll, whicll, to our great
surprise, had 600 and 8oo year old frescoes, and was very fine, indeed. However, the idea
of going to a museum in this cruml)ling village of 500 PeoPIe, which we had to walk four,
hot, dusty, ridiculous miles to see, aroused N---'s unrestrained annoyance. Nonetheless, I
Persistecl, an(l wllat we found was a stunner’ It was the finest folk-museum we'cl ever l)een
to. It comPared quite favoral)l}7 with the Mercer Museum and Fonthill, though on a
much, much smaller scale. The director was a brilliant social anthropologist and had
devoted the latter years of his career to cutting and Polislling this gem. He invited us to join
him on an exPe(lition into the interior of Cypress to see the remnants of a once-ﬂourishing
folk—weaving industry, and the 1ife~style that evolved it. We declined with much regret,
promising to return in J uly. This, we learned, was none too soon, because he (tlle (lirector)
was l)eing forced to retire l)y the end of August. Then our chances would be nil of
witnessing these indigenous traditions. In fact, the old ways were in extremel}r rapid decline,
accelerated l)y the conflict with Turkey, and in a few years were exPected to be entirely lost.

‘We left the museum and stoPPe(] at a funky tea house that had four chairs and no
tables. I sat next to an 01(1, ancient, Prehistoric man, five days unshaven, bent and fragile
and beautiful, one hand on a cane, a leather shepherd's l)ag hanging from his shoulder,
leather pants that tied below his knees, an embroidered shirt and vest: clothes like those of
his great gran(]father, like those we had just seen in the museum. We stared curiously at
each other. Then he got up and very slowly hobbled away, leaving this world to me, without
regret.

The boat to Israel was like a refugee shiP; a thousand l)edragglecl hiPPies camPe(l on
every square inch of deck space; llostile (leck hands; filtll everywllere; two showers for the
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whole shiP and as many toi]ets, neither of which were fit for swine. And N--- had her
Period! But it was over soon enough, about 14 hours all told. We were in Haifa 1)}7 9:00
AM, and quickly whisked l)y a group taxi (sllerroot) 30 miles to where my parents had an
apartment overlooking the sea, like any resort town. But this was Israell Five thousand
years of tragic and sublime history cried out to me from the soill Nomads rode camels; the
higliways were crowded; Palestinians stared with hatred and self-doubt. Helicopters l)y the
(lozens, some with missiles, whined up the coast, ﬂying low. Young soldiers l)y the hundreds
wandered the streets, all of them slinging machine guns; they hitch-hiked; tlley rode l)uses;
they chatted with pretty Siris. Tlley are the onl}r guarantee against rampant terrorism and 4o
million Arabs who curse the very idea of Israel. The Israeli Palestinians were in a
quandary. Their tribal instincts (not said clerogatorily) forced them to side with the Arabs.
But their life was better now, their opportunities and hoPes for Personal improvement greater
than tlley had ever been in two thousand years.

My memories of Lsrael are: much too much eating of wonderful, expensive,
unnecessary food; of l)eing glutted; of l)eing much too exPose(l to the tourist view, ala my
parents; of Jerusalem in 100 superposing snaPshots (I'm sorry -~ those images must remain in
my poetry; tlley don't fit into Prose); of the ruinecl, al)anclone(l, sPrawiing, mud brick
villages, once P alestinian, built in the oPPressively hot valley near the Dead Sea (115o when
we were tllere) - vi]lages melting, literaﬂ}r melting back into the earth, as mud brick will,
when unattended; of writing poetry squatting under a fig tree, midday, 1000, in the
Palestinian hills east of J erusalem, where I walked for ilours, obsessed with the conflicts of
Israel's existence, and of its future; of Israel's existence and future that are vouchsafed l)y
Divine Intervention, or l)y nothing.

Israel was easy (1f I don't count my over-heatecl thouglits). Americans 1)}7 the (lroves;
Englisll sPoken everywhere. We naively laoar(led tlle l)us for Egypt, sPoile(] l)y the easy
life.

Being in Egypt was l)eing in another state of consciousness. Cairo com})letel}r
swallowed and devoured us: in heat and s(lualor and centuries of hoPelessness; in
unbelievable noise, 24 hours a (lay; in unbearable crowcls; in unbearable ugliness. Egypt
destroyed us and made us grovel. It stunned us and led us into mosques of desPair. Cairo is
a city shaking in a constant earthquake, l)uilclings coHaPsing around us, a state of panic
Prevailing. But only in the Soul of it, not in the Bocly. In the Body the collaPse is much
slower. The mud brick melts slowly, for there is no rain; the concrete crumbles slowly in the
oven and Pollution; there is no ice. In the scorch, we drank gallons, but did not urinate.
Neither could we sleeP. Mosquitos devoured us in the darkness. Malaria and hePatitis
hovered at our bedside. We did not know what to do. P eople l)y the hundreds rushed at
us. They descended like vultures; tlley were (lying of thirst; we were their only hoPe, for a
brief sip, a small l)ite, anything. It stunned us and made us try to ﬂee, but they clung, more
(lesPerate than we. They wanted our money, our blood, our Souls. Five (]ays they held us
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hostage, l)ut we escaPe(l with L--. Montlls earlier, we had convince(l her to meet us tllere.
So she had flown in, straight from her exhausting jol), on her only vacation for the year.
‘We carried her back, a gllost of horror in her face, and revived her in Istanbul. And now
we are resting, ourselves having l)arely survived.

And thatis a glimpse of the travels we have been cloing on the outside. On the inside
our travels are slower. I'll tell you about them in another letter. Or better yet: read my
next book of poetry.

All and everything. ... Your brother-in-law.

P S 1 have attemPte(l to convey the mood of our travels more than the events,
which themselves are more or less mundane. In that vein, Cairo was not so different from
anywllere else, except in degree. As you know, I traveled in India for seven months, so I'm
no stranger to poverty and difficult conditions. But for some reason, Cairo threw us off
center, so its impact was much more Profoun(l and disorienting. People who go there in
winter, stay in the Hilton, eat in the Hi]ton, only sight-see in tours, and take the
Pre-arrangecl, guide(l cruise up the Nile, at $15o.oo a day, tell us Egypt 1s lovely.

s [ o
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