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In the memoirs of those who served there, Erenköy (in Greek, Kokkina) is a bare patch of rock, treeless and lifeless, the most remote corner of the island.  Today, assignment to Erenköy is every Turkish Cypriot conscript’s nightmare, and a couple of months are shaved off their service period in compensation.  At the time when the young men who fought there landed on its rocky shores in 1964, Erenköy and the surrounding four Turkish villages were home to only a few hundred people.  In the mountains above, these few hundred villagers came to be surrounded by around five thousand Greek troops, according to U.N. estimates at the time.  The battle that ensued has acquired the shape of local legend, though it has not, interestingly, acquired the power of national myth.   Although this battle became the determining event for a generation of men, it is, paradoxically, an event that has occupied little or no place in histories of the Turkish Cypriot community. 

As with the Çanakkale, or Gallipoli, battle for Turkey, Australia, and New Zealand, or the Battle of the Somme for Britain, the best and brightest men of a generation entrenched themselves in a struggle for which they sought meaning through poetry, song, and political ideology.  In the case of Erenköy, about five hundred young men left their studies in Turkey and Britain to return secretly to the island to fight in defense of their community.  The young men who fought at Erenköy went on to occupy the most important offices in the post-1974 Turkish state, and the list of those who were under fire in this remote outcrop reads like an electoral ballot: Naci Talat, Özker Özgür, Alpay Durduran, Ergün Olgun, Erdil Nami, Hüseyin Angolemli—to name just a few of the better known.  In an interview that I had with him in 1995, Rauf Denktaş commented that “those who fought at Erenköy came to represent all the political parties, not just the right, as happened in the south.” 
Despite its historical significance, however, Erenköy occupies almost no place in the writing of Turkish Cypriot national history.  Where it appears, it is primarily in the form of Turkish jets and in the figure of Cengiz Topel, the pilot who was captured and killed under torture.  I want to explore briefly here what has been remembered and what forgotten about that battle, as well as the ways in which the political fractures that emerged in the trenches were later translated into the party politics of a new state.
Erenköy’s history as a site of battle began six years earlier, in spring 1958, when a group of local men decided that they had to find weapons to protect their families.  They bought a fishing boat and made their way to the Turkish shore, only to be arrested and sent to Adana.  There they learned of the establishment of the Türk Mukavemet Teşkilatı, or Turkish Defense Organization, more commonly known as TMT.  TMT’s early leaders, then working to organize in Turkey, put the young men back in their fishing boat with an assignment: to establish a bridgehead for smuggling weapons to the island.  These men would become known as bereketçi, a word that literally means “bringer of blessings,” where in this context the blessings were smuggled weapons.  For the next several years, fishing boats manned by these village men made their way in the often rough waters between Erenköy and Anamur, becoming one of the only routes for Turkish Cypriots to acquire weapons.  


In late 1963, reports of violence in the island began to reach Turkey and England, where Turkish Cypriot students and immigrant workers found themselves glued to their radios, waiting for word.  Soon, they began to organize, in some cases engaging in protests, in other cases trying to find a way to get back to the island.  They initiated hunger strikes and demonstrations before finally being informed that they would be allowed to sign on for military training and would be sent to Cyprus.  After a month of training, they prepared to land in the island, they thought at the time to defend their families. According to lists compiled by the Erenköy fighters themselves, a total of 437 young Turkish Cypriot men arrived in small groups between 31 March and 30 June; another 103 would arrive in two groups in August.  

Celal Mahmutoğlu, one of the original bereketçiler, described going to fetch the students in a fishing boat:

We arrived with forty students at Anamur.  We were going to take the young men to Cyprus in a trolling boat.  When he saw the boat, Lieutenant Colonel Sadi was startled; he was shocked.  “Hey, they told us there were submarines, and we were going to go to Cyprus safely,” he complained. 

I told him he shouldn’t worry, they would still get there safely.  .  .  .  But the lieutenant colonel didn’t seem very persuaded.  “We’re going with this?”  “Yes, with this!”

But as Mahmutoğlu and others who were on that voyage describe it, they didn’t get very far out to sea before the boat began to take on water.  They turned around and had to find another boat.  And, says Mahmutoğlu, “It was with that fishing boat that I took the students to Erenköy!”


Hence, a small group of young men with very little military training was placed in the most remote part of Cyprus with the intention of protecting the bridgehead between the island and Turkey.  But as almost all describe it, it was a life in which these inexperienced men were almost entirely abandoned, left for months without real guidance or leadership.  In early August 1964, the real battle for Mansoura and Kokkina broke out, pushing the Turkish Cypriot forces back into the small space of Erenköy.  It was at this moment that Turkish jets arrived, bombing Greek boats, positions, and villages.  But when the battle ended, the students found themselves trapped, and they would remain in the small space of the Erenköy enclave for the next year.  There were periods when they were on the edge of starvation, sharing a loaf of bread amongst twenty fighters.  And in general, they felt that they had been abandoned, both by their leadership and by Turkey.  Alpay Durduran notes that 


[w]e felt a great anxiety.  We were living with the feeling of being 
abandoned.  

The way we looked at things then was that Turkey hadn’t done its duty.  .  .  .  We 

were living with the disappointment of knowing that the loss of our friends was 

mostly because of lack of training and care.  For instance, I went there with just 

two days of training, and we had no chance to get training there.  Anyway, there 

was never any feeling of a military force in Erenköy (Mengüç 2005: 598).

By late August 1965, this disappointment had become an insurrection.  The students had given up on military life and had begun to light fires at night, something that the head of the TMT fighting force recognized as the sign that his men were collapsing.  He sent a psychiatrist in to assess the situation, and this psychiatrist spent a month in the enclave, interviewing all of the fighters and writing his report.  There it notes:


In the investigations that I made with all the forces at Erenköy, I found that the 

weariness and exhaustion produced by trench life and their monotonous living 

conditions have resulted in sleeplessness, nervous irritation, and a decline in their 

endurance capabilities that in almost all of them have inclined them to 

indifference toward National and Holy feelings (ibid., 629).

This same psychiatrist, Sezai Sezgin, in reflecting on that visit years later, said,


They were boys who were in a psychological state fed by songs like “Bekledim de 


gelmedin” (I Waited and You Didn’t Come), in which their nerves were shattered, 

their resistance and endurance were weakened, and they felt in a dilemma, with 

patriotism on the one side, saying if we’re going to die, let’s die, if we’re going to 

fight, let’s fight!  But waiting like that was very hard for them.  And on the other 

side the feeling of being abandoned!  And they were caught in between these two 

feelings, fighting with themselves, and they were in depression.  This created a 

lack of discipline.  And in this depression these young people began to falter 

(ibid., 628).

As both Durduran and Sezgin remark, they were trapped between patriotism and a sense of having been abandoned, the sense that, as Durduran phrases it, “Turkey hadn’t done its duty.”  When they arrived in the island, they had expected that they would hold that remote corner as a bridgehead for the arrival of Turkish forces, and their first commander had told them that their duty would be to march on Nicosia (Laptalı 2003:  ).  But after a year and a half of waiting and only the briefest glimpse of Turkish fighter jets, they had entered a depression that was fed, as Sezgin notes, by “songs like ‘I Waited and You Didn’t Come.’”  The one who didn’t come, of course, was Turkey—the mother who should have saved her children and instead had abandoned them to their fate on a beach between bare rock and sea.


This sense of disappointment, of having been abandoned, and of what Sezgin calls “indifference to National and Holy feelings” was, I would argue, the first seed planted in the ground of anti-nationalist resistance in the community.  Many would return to Turkey, where they watched the rise of leftist movements in the late 1960’s.  But many of the Erenköy veterans were too shell-shocked and weary to participate.  In his own memoirs, Rüstem Köken notes that “after all the danger we had experienced, we just didn’t have the strength for another fight.  Because of all the years we had lost at Erenköy, we didn’t take an active role in the fight, but we always supported the good side with all our hearts” (ibid., 84).


A bit more than a decade later, another generation of students in Turkey would join leftist movements and bring those principles back to Cyprus.  At this time, however, what I believe is important about this experience is the way that it created ideological fractures.  The future leaders of the major Turkish Cypriot opposition parties were at Erenköy—Naci Talat, Özker Özgür, Alpay Durduran, Hüseyin Angolemli.  And in that experience, I wish to argue, not only was their own trust in Turkey shattered, but so, ultimately, would be an apocalyptic history that saw Turkey’s arrival as their own destiny.
Forgetting Erenköy


In the best known “official” history of Cyprus produced for Turkish Cypriot schools, Vehbi Zeki Serter’s Cyprus History (Kıbrıs Tarihi), the major battle for Erenköy occupies a bit more than two pages.  “The starting point of the Dillirga Operation,” Serter writes, “were the events of 6 August 1964.”  This date, I would note, was more than two months after the arrival of the students.  He continues,


Without any apparent reason, the Greeks Cypriots began to fire with heavy guns 

on the villages of Marsura, Erenköy, Bozdağ and Alevkaya.  The Turkish fighters 

who were waiting on alert fought back in order to defend themselves and their 

community.  .  .  .  The Turkish fighter resisted with a courage that has never been 

seen, fighting with tooth and nail against thousands of Greek Cypriot gangs and 

wetting the soil with their pure blood (Serter 1979: 118).

Appeals to Makarios, writes Serter, were in vain:


The gangs of Greek and Greek Cypriots increased their attacks, saying, ‘We’re 

going to toss the Turks into the Mediterranean, and no one will be able to save 

them!’  The most modern war machinery was turned on only a handful of Turkish 

fighters.  But there was one difference between them and the Turkish fighter.  

And that was the Turk’s strength of faith (ibid., 119).

That thing in which they had faith becomes clear in the very next line, when Serter’s prose turns literally apocalyptic:


On 8 August 1964 steel-winged Turkish jets appeared above the Dillirga hills.  

The sky appeared to be split in two as the air was filled with a frightful roaring.  

When the Pallikaryalar saw the Turkish jets, they were amazed and bewildered.  

According to the eyewitness accounts of foreign correspondents, the Greek 

Cypriots dropped their weapons and ran like frightened animals.  The 34 jets 

coming from the Motherland with their star and crescent made the Greek and 

Greek Cypriot Pallikaryalar vomit blood and overturned the Greek positions 

(ibid.).

Half of the same page is then devoted to a photograph of Cengiz Topel and the story of his “martyrdom”:


In the clashes on this same day, Cengiz Topel’s plane was shot down by Greek 

Cypriot anti-aircraft fire, but the pilot saved himself by jumping from the plane 

with a parachute.  The Turkish airman was taken prisoner by the Greek gangs, 

who saw fit to martyr him with the most barbaric torture.  His body was taken on 

11 August to the Turkish area, and on 13 August after a very mournful ceremony, 

it was sent by helicopter to the Motherland.  The Cypriot Turk will carry with him 

forever the sainted memory of Cengiz Topel, and he will always remember his 

name with thanks and gratitude (ibid.).

I have quoted at length from what may be seen as a fairly “official” history in order to demonstrate that this is a story with a particular narrative arc, one that leads inevitably to the arrival of Turkey, who comes to rescue Turkish Cypriots from slaughter.  This is a narrative that may be seen as apocalyptic, in that it is a narrative that appears from the beginning to lead to an already pre-ordained future, a type of foreshadowing.  Such foreshadowing is a persistent theme of the years leading up to 1974, in which the constant expectation was of Turkey’s intervention and the flames of a Judgment Day, in which all wrongs would be righted.  Stories, poetry, and songs of the period express both the expectation of and longing for the arrival of Turkish troops.  
But as a number of narrative theorists have noted, foreshadowing of events tends to foreclose the future, making actors in that history into passive agents of its progress.  Moreover, in the later writing of that history, one often sees a narrative technique that I have called “retrospective apocalypticism” (Bryant 2008), a way of looking back at the past and judging those who participated in it as though they should have known what would happen.  In the context of Cyprus, Turkish Cypriots have both foreshadowed the “end of history,” which was seen as the arrival of Turkish troops, and have since used a type of retrospective apocalypticism to speak of their Greek neighbors, who should have understood that such an end was inevitable.  

What I wish to show, however, is that the unintended effect of such forms of narrative has been to make Turkish Cypriots into extras on the set of history, in which the heroes were Turkish troops.  Until quite recently, Turkish Cypriots appeared in that history primarily as victims, and they are often described or shown as having suffered terrible deaths.  They become, then, not only extras on the set of history, but extras who have no speaking parts, whose roles are suffering victims and martyrs, but not heroes.  Within this framework, Erenköy is also an event in which the active participation of young Turkish Cypriot men is written instead as their salvation by the mighty force of Turkish jets, embodied in the person of Cengiz Topel.  

Indeed, although Turkish Cypriots recognize that Erenköy was an exceptional event in their history, it has acquired the status of national legend not primarily for Turkish Cypriots’ resistance but as a symbol of Turkey’s protection.  As late as 2003, the official website of the TRNC Public Information Office announced the 39th anniversary of the Erenköy struggle and summarized why the battle that ensued in 1964 might be seen as a turning-point:


1.  Turkey used force for the first time, leaning on the 1960 Treaty of Guarantee.


2.  For the first time, Cyprus experienced the danger of war.


3.  It was the first definite warning that Turkey would not allow the realization of 


Enosis.

What’s noteworthy about these supposed three reasons is that they really boil down to one reason: Turkey showed that it was ready to defend the Turkish Cypriots.  

This particularly neat story, however, began to experience its own fractures not long after this summary appeared on the website.  For it was only a few months earlier that Turkish Cypriots began to rebel against long-time nationalist leader Rauf Denktaş, who had proven himself unable to overcome Turkish Cypriots’ isolation and unwilling to compromise on a federal solution to the island’s division.  Moreover, Denktaş was the most vociferous supporter of a Turkish nationalism that negated the agency of Turkish Cypriots, bombarding them instead with a “şukran Türkiye’ye,” or “thankfulness to Turkey,” campaign that in a state of isolation began to seem increasingly absurd.  

Turkish Cypriots, then, engaged in a rebellion against their long-time leaders that led to the opening of the checkpoints dividing the island, the ascendance to power of an opposition party, and re-engagement with the south in talks for reunification.  These political changes were, in turn, reflected in social changes, such as new ways of writing history and constructing identity (see also Hatay and Bryant 2008).  As books, newspaper articles, and other forms of popular expression since that time have shown, attempting to reclaim a sense of community has also entailed reclaiming this past as one in which Turkish Cypriots worked together as actors in the fight for self-determination.  It is within this context that the struggle for Erenköy has acquired new significance as the most important symbol of Turkish Cypriot heroism.

Remembering Erenköy


In his preface to his own memoirs of Erenköy, published in 2008, Erdal Camgöz, a veteran of Erenköy, explains why he spent two years of his life working on his book:


This book tells the story of a cross-section of the lives of young men who, even 

before the flood of change brought by the ’68 Generation, didn’t just have 

demonstrations in the squares but raced each other to the front for freedom, to 

protect their real identities, and because they heard the call of the homeland in 

their hearts.  In 1964, 561 young men landed in Erenköy as fighters, challenging 

the uncertainty of the future.  About 500 of these young men constituted almost 

the entirety of that period’s male university students.  These educated Cyprus 

youth were the heroes of one of the most important turning-points of the Cypriot 

Turkish Freedom War, namely the Battle of Erenköy (Camgöz 2008: xxxi).

Between 2003 and 2008, then, a change had occurred, one that emphasized the heroic nature of the struggle and the Turkish Cypriot fighters themselves as heroes.  This was also clear in Mehmet Ali Talat’s 2008 speech in honor of the 44th anniversary of Erenköy, when he noted that “Erenköy is an example of the kinds of solidarity of which the Turks of Cyprus are capable in order to ensure their existence in this country.”
  


At least after the turn of the century, then, a change had taken place, reflected also in the number of books that suddenly appeared to tell the story of Erenköy in the words of those who lived it.  While before 2002 only one book had been published on the subject, and that to mark the struggle’s 25th anniversary in 1989, seven books have since been published, six of these the memoirs of men who fought there.  The timing of these publications, I would suggest, is not coincidental.  All of these books appeared at a particular historical conjuncture, one in which Turkish Cypriots were once again engaged in a struggle, one that many on the left perceived as a struggle for independence and self-determination and that many on the right perceived as a struggle for existence.  And it was at this historical juncture that Turkish Cypriots suddenly became the heroes of their own history.

In memoirs and histories of the period, as well as in the popular press, the 1963-74 struggle suddenly acquired a new meaning, and one for which the Erenköy battle was particularly suited.  No longer would Turkish Cypriots appear only as dead bodies, extras on the set of history.  Despite or perhaps because of their own rebellion against military authority during their enclavement, the Erenköy fighters were especially suited to fill this role, because they were perceived not only as having engaged in instinctive defense but as having sacrificed and as having fought selflessly.  


In their memoirs, none of the Erenköy veterans shrink from describing their disappointments, their fears, their hunger, and ultimately their disobedience.  And on the face of it, this would also seem to be less than the stuff of legend.  But as Bruce Kapferer notes in his study of the Anzac legend, such recklessness may also signal independence.  In this case, the young men’s rebelliousness in the story also makes it available for other uses, namely, to represent the “fighting spirit” of the Turkish Cypriot people.  In addition, Erenköy became a place of “pure” sacrifice, one where men shed their blood not simply for their families but for a community, and an idea.  According these narratives, an entire generation of educated young men was willing to sacrifice itself not simply for its own local community but for the idea of the community; they engaged in what has been characterized as a “struggle for existence” not simply of their own families but of a people as a whole.  And it is in this sense, then, that today it is their rebelliousness rather than obedience, their recklessness rather than their simple bravery, that makes them suitable heroes for another period of rebellion and appears to have turned Erenköy into a myth belatedly in the making.

� http://www.trncinfo.com/TANITMADAIRESI/ARSIV2003/TURKCEarsiv/AGUSTOS/080803.htm#3


� http://www.turkishforum.com/content/2008/08/09/erenkoy-direnisi%E2%80%99nin-44-yildonumu/
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